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ABSTRACT 
 
This dissertation comprises a trilogy of original anti-war plays and an analysis 
of their contribution to the on-going development of a new dimension of the 
branch of playwriting known as “documentary theatre.”  It seeks to clarify 
precisely what constitutes this form of theatre and explores how current 
practitioners have tested and extended its boundaries. It is my contention that 
my own practice has been part of this process of reinvigorating the tradition of 
documentary theatre, allowing what I have called “poetic faction” to fill in the 
historical gaps often left out by more orthodox exponents of this brand of 
theatre. The commentary will attempt to illuminate the telling of these stories 
by drawing on the insights of documentary theatre, which itself draws 
attention to the limitations and nature of historiography, as well as to the use 
of memory and postmemory as documents. In addition, while all of the plays 
were intended to be part of the tradition of British documentary theatre, the 
use of elements in-between verifiable verbatim and documentary evidence – 
which for our purposes will be called and defined as “poetic faction” – 
problematized its relationship to the very tradition it was defining itself as 
being a part of and raised ethical questions as well. This commentary will 
seek to position the plays and the practice around them within the wider 
context of documentary, tribunal and verbatim theatre, as well as the theatre 
of the real, as these various branches of contemporary drama have been 
labelled in the United Kingdom. It will also seek to probe the boundaries of 
documentary theatre, attempting to justify its inclusion of more poetic 
elements.
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INTRODUCTION 
With reference to the speeches in this history, some were 
delivered before the war began, others while it was going on; 
some I heard myself, others I got from various quarters; it was 
in all cases difficult to carry them word for word in one’s 
memory; so my habit has been to make the speakers say what 
was in my opinion demanded of them by the various occasions, 
of course adhering as closely as possible to the general sense 
of what they really said. 
     Thucydides (1.22)  
 
Art is a lie that makes us realize the truth. 
     Pablo Picasso (1) 
 
In February of 2010, producer and programmer Porl Cooper from The Lowry 
Studio asked for a reading of my new drama entitled The Play That Killed Me, 
about the experiences of my grandfather, Hector, around World War II. As a 
result of that reading, Porl selected the play to be the first in a series called 
“NeverBeenSeen” which would showcase how “The Studio invest in new 
work from a range of emerging North-West based writers, artists and 
companies, as well as up-coming-artists from across the UK” (The Lowry). 
The play was subsequently booked for its world premiere on the 27 
September for a run that would end 3 October. 
 My main source for my grandfather’s experiences was my father, 
Barry, who, as Hector’s son, had been regaled by these stories about my 
father putting on plays for the troops in Africa, primarily in Mombasa and 
Nairobi. In turn, my father recounted these stories to me, both orally and 
through a series of emails (B. MacGregor, 2001 and 2003). An additional, and 
primary source was my grandfather’s diary, which he started keeping the day 
he proposed to my grandmother in 1929 (H. MacGregor).  
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 As a result, the play would be an example of what Marianne Hirsch 
calls “postmemory writing”. As part of her definition of such writing she notes: 
“Postmemory” describes the relationship that the “generation 
after” bears to the personal, collective, and cultural trauma of 
those who came before – to experiences they “remember” only 
by means of the stories, images, and behaviours among which 
they grew up. (2012: 5)  
 
The stories and images of the Second World War that I had grown up on, 
especially during visits back to the United Kingdom from Canada, would 
become the emotional and structural framework of the first two plays. And the 
values and lessons of those stories would influence the trilogy as a whole, 
especially in its anti-war stance. Hirsch’s definition of postmemory would also 
allow the plays to operate “between history and literature” (Hirsch, 2012: 51) 
as there were not enough documents to make a full-length play out of them 
alone. Imagination, based on fact and research, would have to fill in the gaps 
within the documentary evidence. It is these imaginings that I am calling 
“poetic faction,” which borrows the word “faction” from Tom Cantrell’s 
discussion of documentary theatre (2013: 2). For Cantrell, terms such as 
faction are an attempt to distinguish plays using “found materials” from ones 
that are entirely born in a playwright’s imagination (ibid) while also 
recognizing that in certain plays some fact-based fiction, backed by rigorous 
research, is necessary to fill in the gaps, or interstitial spaces between 
documents, in the historical record. For me, the phrase “poetic faction” seeks 
to delineate a fact-based fiction that strives to find the poetry of the individuals 
involved, thus allowing them to speak poetically, lyrically, and powerfully 
about their experiences, but always with the roots of their words growing as 
much as possible from their true stories, or facts, as they can be known. It is 
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something that goes beyond the attempt to convey facts using the same 
techniques as fiction, seeking, rather, to capture the magic of an individual’s 
idiosyncratic expressiveness – namely the poetry - that emanates from such 
highly personal accounts. It is this poetically charged element that lies at the 
heart of my plays. 
While my grandfather Hector’s story and diary – with its often highly 
poetic language (H. MacGregor, 1929) – would make a good play in itself, I 
soon saw it as part of a larger project, a trilogy, which would be interlinked 
primarily by an anti-war theme, but also through some continuity of character 
and the use of documentary materials: oral and written histories, 
documentary films, photographs, letters, diaries, and other contemporaneous 
cultural products such as plays, paintings, and novels. It was the latter that 
would help shape the narrative. In turn, the second play, God Wept and the 
Devil Laughed, came to be based on a short story my mother had written 
about my great-uncle’s service in World War II,1 which I elaborated on, using 
some of her oral stories about her own father (my other grandfather), Ron. I 
also drew on the memories of my three great-uncles, Ken and Lewis 
Harcourt, and Ken Davies, with whom I had spent some time; moreover, two 
of them, Ken and Lewis, had already featured in the first play of the trilogy. 
The final play, The Lonely Clouds of Guernica, would bring the trilogy 
to a close in the present day with the story of a serviceman recently returned 
from Afghanistan. Sources for this story were news reports (online, print and 
televised) and oral histories, plus more detailed, first-hand knowledge (both 
written and oral) provided by Ethan Baron, a close friend who had undertaken 																																																								
1 My mother’s short story, “Hungry Harvest in Wales” is included as an Appendix to this 
commentary and as part of my submission as a whole. 
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three tours of Afghanistan as a war correspondent for the Pacific Newspaper 
Group. The play also included five letters written by two fallen servicemen. 
These verbatim testimonials acted as pivots around which the rest of the play 
revolved. The title for the trilogy was A Slow Dance with Death, though this 
title was never used in any publicity or other materials about the work.2 
The goal of all three plays was to further develop, explore and ideally 
expand on a theatrical tradition that has come to be known as documentary 
theatre. As theatre theorists Alison Forsyth and Chris Megson note, “The 
upsurge in fact-based and verbatim theatre in recent years has attracted a 
voluminous amount of coverage in the arts pages of newspapers and 
websites but scholarly engagement has, to date, been limited” (2009: 1). 
However, in the years since that was written, there has been a rapid growth in 
books and articles written about this area, as discussed later. As a playwright 
interested in challenging audience assumptions about history and in re-telling 
history from a new perspective with historical evidence at its core, my initial 
attraction to documentary theatre lay in the fact that it resisted the more 
established “hegemonic structures of power” and offered “a more nuanced 
and challenging evocation of the ‘real’” (Forsyth and Megson, 2009: 2). I was 
also interested in extending this genre, and exploring its boundaries, by 
including poetic faction to fill in the gaps – historical, emotional, and narrative 
– in the documents I had. I felt this would give the historical narratives and 
documents more personal and dramatic potency, and certainly more lyricism. 
Also, I wanted a key artwork at the heart of each play, a fictional, constructed 																																																								
2 The title reflected the theme of confronting death over a long period of time, which is how 
death had impacted on all of my real life subjects in their lives after war. It was a very 
personal title and something I decided to share with no one at the time. 
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artifice embedded within the true story. Thus I chose R.C. Sherriff’s Journey’s 
End, Shakespeare’s Henry V, and Pablo Picasso’s Guernica, respectively, as 
the key texts that would epitomise each play’s anti-war themes and work as 
an artistic commentary to the historical documents. More importantly, while all 
verbatim theatre and twentieth-century documentary theatre plays construct 
their narratives out of pre-existing documents (Martin, 2013), I wanted to 
explore and expand on what current practitioners of the tradition were 
attempting by trying to create documentary plays that also had poetic faction 
in them, but without losing the power and importance of the documents when 
their turn came to “speak.” In fact, I hoped the poetic faction would give those 
documents more power by creating an artistic context for them.. In this way, 
the plays would exist in a space somewhere between and beyond Michael 
Frayn’s Copenhagen (1998), which relies more heavily on what I am calling 
poetic faction, Gregory Burke’s Black Watch (2006), in which oral testimony is 
heard by the writer, but not recorded before being included in the fabric of the 
play, and Malcolm McKay’s Forgotten Voices (2007), where only recorded 
testimonials are used. But does the space these plays inhabit overlap enough 
to create an evolving definition of documentary theatre? Or are they only 
partially within that tradition?  
At the time of writing my plays, I was mining this area more intuitively. 
It is only in retrospect that I came to discern the significant aspects of my 
developing practice, which I have sought to unpick by looking at the history of 
the genre of documentary theatre, seeing how my trilogy either built on 
existing tropes, or attempted to rework and possibly add to the evolving form, 
or, perhaps, even ignore it completely. All of which led to the key question of 
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this commentary: are the plays part of documentary theatre or do they 
properly belong in the wider body of what Carol Martin calls “Theatre of the 
Real” (Martin, 2013)?  
This critical reflection attempts to analyse the various aspects of my 
practice. It will therefore involve looking at some of the area’s key 
practitioners and situating my own playwriting within this burgeoning body of 
work in the United Kingdom, drawing on relevant critical theory. It will also 
involve looking at “theatre of the real” in its various manifestations – verbatim, 
tribunal, testimonial, documentary – in order to find what place, if any, my 
work has in this tradition. This commentary will start by examining the history, 
influences and issues that surround documentary theatre before moving on to 
a play-by-play analysis of how I have explored the possibilities of the current 
practices of the tradition by including invented scenes, written in a style I have 
called poetic faction, to enhance the reception of the documents themselves.  
 
Documentary Theatre: History and Issues 
The idea of documentary theatre is one that developed in the mid to late 
twentieth century through the expansion and development of mass 
communication and the filmed documentary form (Nichols, 1991 and 2001). 
But, as Richard Stourac and Kathleen McCreery note (from Paget, 2009), it is 
part of a “broken tradition” of theatre practice in that most practitioners, 
including myself, had been unaware of the kind of theatre that working-class 
and pro-union groups engaged with between the two World Wars.3 For them, 
																																																								
3 These included Manchester’s Theatre Union, which was a Popular Front group that 
performed not far from where my own plays had their world premieres. The Workers’ Theatre 
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documentary theatre was, as Paget expresses it, a “‘weapon’ in the 
revolutionaries’ theatrical arsenal” (2009: 224). As a result of this broken link 
with our theatrical past, theatre-makers like myself “almost always have to 
learn again techniques that seldom get passed on directly” (ibid). In fact, on 
the website for the theatre company that produced my plays, we claim to 
have originated this genre and boldly proclaim: “Our current theatre work 
continues Come As You Arts Northwest’s development of a strand of theatre 
we call Documentary Theatre” (J. MacGregor, 1998, emphasis mine). In the 
context of my reflection on these plays, this now seems a ridiculous assertion. 
But, given that we thought so at the time, it does support the claim that it was 
a broken tradition. 
 In addition, as Gary Fisher Dawson notes, a look at the etymology of 
the word “documentary” reveals an interesting aspect of this kind of theatre. 
For the word comes from the Latin docui, which means “to teach, rehearse (a 
play).” This etymology helps resolve the paradox between the words 
documentary and theatre:   
Therefore the paradox in the term documentary theatre, with 
the bonding of document to drama, fact to fiction, world to word, 
public to private, where the first term contradicts the second, is 
resolved in small part. To teach and to entertain is a genuine 
way to regard this drama-in-history style of theatre. (Dawson, 
1999: 5)  
 
And it is a seamless merging of the educational and entertaining aspects of 
the enterprise that is the goal of my own dramatic practice, rather than only 
making a political point or delivering facts onstage.4 This would differ then 																																																																																																																																																														
Movement of the early 1930s and the work of Hallie Flanagan’s Federal Theatre Project in 
the United States had preceded this during the New Deal period.  
4 Though certainly some facts would have to be delivered. This necessary exposition is 
something that I struggle with greatly and certainly I had a political point to make as well. 
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from a play such as Robyn Soans’ Talking to Terrorists (2005, directed my 
Max Stafford-Clark, who will be discussed later), which was “[c]alled 
‘Verbatim Theatre’ because they use people’s actual words” (Reinelt, 2010: 
27); or Richard Norton-Taylor’s collaborations with Nicholas Kent, who 
wished “to produce plays based on courtroom or inquiry transcripts. The most 
successful of these was The Colour of Justice (1999)” (ibid). These plays 
would be known as tribunal plays (Shallice, 1999). As Reinelt notes about 
The Colour of Justice: 
The play seemed rather dull dramatically speaking, old-fashioned 
in its dramaturgical techniques: a meticulous recreation of 
surface realism…even to the layout of the hearing room. (2010: 
37) 
 
In my trilogy, it was important to avoid this dullness, not only on behalf of an 
imagined audience, but also in my attempt (successful or not) to create 
something as new and theatrically powerful as possible with the use of real 
documents. As Reinelt goes on to note, “we live in theatricalized times” and 
current events are “performances by definition” (ibid: 27). Her further 
comments that “[d]ocumentary artwork contributes to a search for knowledge 
and understanding while making an aesthetic form and experience out of its 
materials” (ibid: 39) also mean they can easily work with “theatrical tropes 
and dramaturgical structures [to] help organize and clarify reality” (ibid: 41).  
 My goal then, was to go a step further and create narrative, or poetic 
faction, that could help clarify reality without compromising the dramatic 
experience, while also giving the language of my subjects a powerful or even 
lyrical feel. For me, this goal feels very much in keeping with Reinelt’s claim 
that “artistic performances can remake and shape the raw materials of public 
events to imagine something new and at the same time to anchor the new 
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vision in concrete material reality” (ibid: 41). Given the absence of 
documentary material in the interstitial spaces between the documents I had 
for the three plays of A Slow Dance with Death, this was also a more 
pragmatic necessity. 
 In examining the history of documentary theatre, it is helpful to situate 
it in relation to the field of historiography. As Philip Rosen notes, it is in the 
nineteenth century that the word “documentary” enters the language and 
initially revolves around the control of documents and archives, being “the 
indexical traces of the presences of a real past.” He realises that the “control 
of pastness in the register of meanings achieves its most culturally 
prestigious, disciplined versions in the practice of historiography” (1993: 65). 
In poststructuralist critical theory, however, historiography has been 
compromised because of its links with hegemonic practices, and it is this 
perspective, emerging from the centre as it were, that informs most history 
texts.  
Furthermore, much recent critical theory in the area focuses “on 
documentary theatre’s relationship with the archive, its potential resistance to 
hegemonic structures of power and its contribution within the public sphere” 
(Forsyth and Megson, 2009: 1-2). As the plays were conceived as comprising 
an anti-war trilogy, this resistance is particularly appropriate in considering my 
practice, as it is always important to consider how narratives from the past 
are told and for whose benefit (White, 1987). 
 Just as Hayden White and Raphael Samuel have questioned the 
nature of history and its recording, documentary theatre also recognizes that 
“the document itself is never ‘value-free’” (Forsyth and Megson, 2009: 2). Part 
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of this recognition comes from the fact that these documents are, themselves, 
constructed objects: 
The once trenchant requirement that the documentary form 
should necessarily be equivalent to an unimpeachable and 
objective witness to public events has been challenged in order 
to situate historical truth as an embattled site of contestation. 
Indeed, documentary performance today is often as much 
concerned with emphasizing its own discursive limitations…as it 
is with the real-life story or event it is exploring. (ibid: 3)  
 
This has led to the question: “can the document, freighted hitherto with such 
talismanic authority, really be clearly demarcated from and, for that matter, be 
given prominence over other kinds of evidence…and, if so, how?” (ibid). It is 
a question that I struggled to come to terms with in my trilogy. It is also one 
that is central to my commentary: asking how the talismanic power of an 
extensively researched document can be given equal status to fictional 
situations and dialogue. For me, the context and the poetic faction are just as 
true, or, at least, as valuable, as the document.  
 This line of thinking also leads me to ask what constitutes a document 
and what the role of the writer is in documentary theatre. Diane Taylor argues 
that there is a  
need for aesthetic and institutional structures that broaden and 
enlarge the traditional historical archive with a “repertoire” of 
embodied knowledge that had previously been neglected by 
many traditional historians. (2003: 2) 
 
In moving beyond this traditional historical record, the nature of the 
construction of the document becomes important to acknowledge. Marianne 
Hirsch problematizes the issue around the document further by noting that 
even a photograph is little more than a “‘fragment’ of the moment and not the 
moment itself” (2012: 38). In discussing a photograph of her parents, both 
Jewish, taken in Nazi occupied territories during the way, she notes: 
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Our reception of the photo, the questions we pose in examining 
it, the needs and desires that shape our postmemorial viewing, 
inevitably exceed the image’s small size and its limited ability to 
serve as evidence. (2012: 59) 
 
Despite this limited ability, such photographs, or indeed any other archive, 
might be “limited and flawed historical documents,” but they can still “function 
as powerful ‘points of memory’ supplanting the accounts of historians and the 
words of witnesses” (ibid: 61). For Hirsch, and myself, documents such as 
diaries are testimonial objects that “carry memory traces from the past, to be 
sure, but they also embody the very process of transmission. They testify to 
historical contexts” (ibid: 178). 
 In my trilogy, this historical context comes from a variety of documents 
that include diaries, photographs, paintings, maps, historical records, 
published historical texts, testimony, memory and postmemory, letters, 
newspaper articles, conversations, documentary films and television 
programmes, artworks (such as short stories) from those involved or living at 
the time and, finally, extra-textual art works (such as plays). All of these 
documents are constructed by individuals (whether alone or in groups) and 
reflect their individual perspectives. While Max Stafford-Clarke, who has 
directed numerous tribunal and verbatim plays (such as A State Affair, 2000, 
The Permanent Way, 2003, and Talking to Terrorists, 2005), says, it is his job 
to leave the raw material provided by the real world “raw,” he also answers 
the question – whether it would be possible to make a verbatim play without a 
writer present – with a rather emphatic negative: “No, impossible” (quoted in 
Hammond and Steward, 2008: 53). But while his writer structures and edits 
without writing words of his or her own, I, as a writer, will fabricate, create and 
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very much seek to provide poetic diction for my characters and subjects to 
speak. 
So even in a verbatim play the writer is required to produce meaning 
from all these documents, both personal and historical. From this construction 
a mediated truth can arise which is the construction of both the writer and 
each audience member. For me, both fictional context, my so-called poetic 
faction, and document are made stronger by existing alongside one another: 
they work together to enhance their respective discourses. This idea will be 
elaborated on throughout this commentary. 
 
DOCUMENTARY THEATRE 
Before looking at the trilogy and reflecting on its relation to my own 
practice, however, it would be beneficial to review the current literature 
concerning documentary theatre. As a result, I will initially undertake an 
examination of the major issues and theories that have emerged in this area 
in order to build a definition of testimonial, tribunal, verbatim, and 
documentary theatre, as well as theatre of the real. This will involve the 
following: a look at the historical development of documentary theatre; an 
examination of the treatment of historical events in the documentary form; a 
review of the theatrical uses of verbatim speech, oral testimony, memory and 
postmemory; a consideration of performance autobiography; an overview of 
issues of audience reception and the ethics involved; a study of the 
application of documentary methods; and an analysis of its engagement with 
social as well as individual trauma narratives and ethics. This examination will 
also look at many practitioners working in documentary theatre. Having 
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examined the historical context and the contribution of other practitioners in 
my area of practice, it will then be possible to look more astutely at how I use 
documents in crafting my plays – plays that I thought fitted within the tradition 
of documentary theatre.  
In recognition of the “broken past” that Paget refers to, it becomes 
necessary to look closely into the history of this fractured tradition. For it 
emerges, as mentioned earlier, alongside both mass communication in the 
1930s and the advent of the cinematic documentary, considered to have 
started with Robert J. Flaherty’s Nanook of the North (1922). Despite 
questions about the authenticity of Flaherty’s film, it nonetheless introduced 
the documentary feature to the public. Also in the 1920s, Erwin Piscator 
began to experiment with a new form of theatre in his efforts to reconstruct 
the theatrical experience (Favorini, 1995: xviii). On commenting on the 
production of Piscator’s In Spite of Everything! or Trotz Alledem! (1925), 
Brecht would use the term documentary. So, for our purposes, this marks the 
start of modern documentary theatre.5 In Spite of Everything was composed 
exclusively from documents, verbal and visual. Interestingly, a critic thought 
the script was too documentary, “too true to history” (quoted in Favorini: xix).6 
As a result, in The Political Theater of 1929 (trans. 1979), Piscator mounts an 
apologetic defence of his formalism (ibid: xx). More importantly, his work at 
																																																								
5 In his introduction to Voicings, Attilio Favorini makes a case that such factual dramas go 
back to at least 492BC with Phrynichus’ production of The Capture of Miletus. He then traces 
the tradition from Shakespeare and Schiller, into the nineteenth century when theatres 
started providing news in their productions, and finally, the twentieth century. For my 
purposes I will instigate the inception of the modern tradition with Brecht’s use of the word 
“documentary” in relation to Piscator’s 1920s experiments. 
6 Interestingly, in writing my trilogy, it was my own fear of being too true to history that led to 
using facts poetically, even lyrically, to tell these stories with what I have referred to as poetic 
faction. 
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this time led to a formal definition of documentary theatre as being a form that 
relies exclusively on actual events, on words spoken during those events (or 
recalled by them), and visual materials (photographs, films, pictorial 
documents) that are either in the historical record or gathered by playwrights 
(ibid: xx). A few years later, London’s Theatre Union began to present plays 
that were a response to what was seen as the talismanic power of journalism 
(Harker, 2009). By 1940, Theatre Union was performing “Living Newspapers,” 
which aimed to tell the “real” stories of events. They did this for three main 
reasons: to continue the Soviet tradition of zhivaya gazeta, or living 
newspaper, imported from revolutionary Russia (Harker, 2007); secondly, to 
continue the work of the Theatre of Action in Manchester (Samuel et al., 
1985); and lastly, as part of “the evolution of a revolutionary style” (Goorney 
and MacColl, 1986: ix-xlvii). Two documentary theatre writers at Theatre 
Union in Manchester, Jimmie Miller and Joan Littlewood, were also aware of 
the “living newspaper’s recent adaptation by Hallie Flanagan’s Federal 
Theatre Project in the New Deal United States” (Harker, 2009: 25).7 
Flanagan’s Living Newspaper Unit would oversee the production of “the first 
fully produced Living Newspaper, Triple A Plowed Under” in 1936 (Favorini , 
1995: xxii).8 The term “living newspaper” was meant to suggest that the 
official print media were the opposite of being alive; that is, they were inert, 
moribund or already dead (Cunningham, 1988: 298; Hogenkamp, 1986: 93, 
97). Additional living newspapers in the United States would cover major 
																																																								
7 Miller would change his name to Ewan MacColl. 
8 Triple A Plowed Under would have been preceded by Ethiopia, which relied almost 
exclusively on verbatim excerpts had the production not been stopped by the head of the 
Works Project Administration that oversaw the Federal Theatre Project (Favorini, 1995: xxii). 
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issues facing the country: One-Third of a Nation in 1938 was about 
homelessness; Spirochete (1938) was a “history of sexually transmitted 
disease”; and Medicine Show (1940) confronted an issue highly relevant 
today – the healthcare crisis (Favorini, 1995: xxiv).  
In the United Kingdom, the impact of the living newspaper was seen 
most prominently in the work of Unity Theatre and Theatre Workshop over 
the ensuing decades. The major productions undertaken by these theatres 
also confronted the issues of the day: Busmen (1937) examined the bus 
strike of that year; Crisis (1938) looked the policies of appeasement with 
Adolf Hitler over Czechoslovakia; Black Magic (1947) was about the coal 
industry; The Rosenbergs (1953) probed the trial of the famous spies many 
thought were innocent; and World on Edge (1956) fearlessly linked the Suez 
crisis of the year with the Hungarian Revolution (Favorini, 1995: xxiv). It 
should be noted that plays like Busmen also challenged a more traditional, 
realistic aesthetic, by using abstraction, projections, non-natural lighting and 
movement, to put the struggles of striking busmen on stage (Chambers, 
2009). For my own practice, Crisis is perhaps the most interesting of these 
productions as it combined documentary materials with fictional reactions 
from individuals. It also used techniques from film practice that I would use: 
cinematic “jump cuts,” radical choreography, complex lighting 
and projections. It drew heavily on documentary material, such 
as BBC broadcasts, politicians’ speeches and military statistics, 
presented alongside fictionalised accounts to individual 
reactions. (Chambers, 2009: 44) 
So even its earliest incarnation, there was occasionally a desire to merge fact 
and fiction in documentary theatre, suggesting that my own merger of poetic 
faction and documents is a part of the documentary theatre tradition. 
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The living newspaper’s most famous play, Last Edition, “was 
committed to challenging the dominant media’s construction of the real” 
(Harker, 2009: 26). The play would cover Munich, the Spanish Civil War and 
the Finnish-Soviet War in so provocative a manner as to receive an injunction 
during World War II (Favorini, 1995: xxv). Despite the success of that 
particular ban, the living newspapers were also significant in “disregarding 
censorship regulations that proscribed ‘the representation of public 
personalities either living or implied by voice’” (Watson, 1981: 348). The 
ground-breaking work of Theatre Union, with its use of a  
variety-show-style structure, the device-baring and interruptions, 
the montage effects, the songs and carefully choreographed 
movement – all would resurface in the more familiar story of the 
post-war Theatre Workshop, from Ewan MacColl’s atom bomb 
ballet opera Uranium 235 (1946) to the radical populism of Oh 
What a Lovely War! (1963). (Harker, 2009: 36)  
Eventually, London’s Unity Theatre would carry on the documentary theatre 
practices of Theatre Union with its own work inspired by real events. As 
Chambers notes: 
Unity Theatre was founded in 1936. During its 40-year existence, 
as well as presenting countless mobile shows, this amateur group 
mounted in its own theatre more than 250 productions, over half of 
which were new plays (many specially written for Unity) a third of 
which contained original music. Holding this variety together was a 
political and aesthetic embrace of the “real,” driven by history and 
by Unity’s ideological relationship to history. (2009: 38)  
But while Theatre Union experimented with theatre practices as well as 
content, Raphael Samuel points out that Unity “made few innovations” and 
“for the most part was content with a fairly simple naturalism” (Samuel et al., 
1985: 61).9 Unity’s stated purpose was “to foster and further the art of drama 																																																								
9 Which harks back to critics of Piscator and his formalism. 
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in accordance with the principle that true art, by effectively and truthfully 
interpreting life as experienced by the majority of the people, can move the 
people to work for the betterment of society” (quoted in Chambers, 1989: 19). 
This manifesto sounded, as Favorini notes, “an ambitious, if not a 
revolutionary, note” (1995: xxv). For Unity, “the ‘truth,’ which was masked by 
the ruling class and its cultural outriders, was to be revealed by realism,” 
hence the company  
used documentary as well as non-documentary forms to 
embrace the “real,” both within overall repertoire choice and 
within individual shows, a mix indicative of the traditionally 
hybrid nature of popular theatre. Unity combined the 
presentational and the representational, expressing different 
notions of authenticity in different shows as well as in the same 
show through a range of approaches, from overt editorialising 
to apparent verisimilitude. (Chambers, 2009: 39) 
This approach of merging documentary and non-documentary forms was 
(and is) an important element of my own practice.  
 In 1963, Littlewood’s Theatre Workshop – which she was now running 
with Gerry Raffles – began work on a major anti-war project: the musical Oh, 
What a Lovely War! The play was set during World War I and used songs 
from the era, documentary statistics, photographic projections of battles, and 
research-based improvisations (Favorini, 1995: xxv).10 The film of this play, 
though quite different from the theatrical production in its use of realism, was 
a major influence on my own anti-war sentiments.11  
																																																								
10 I do not claim that it is “about” World War I as Littlewood herself insisted that this was not 
the case (Favorini, 1995: xxv). 
11 I should also note that the use of music in the film had a strong influence on my next 
trilogy, all of which had a musical band on stage throughout, playing songs and performing all 
the sound effects. 
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By 1968, Unity Theatre itself was in decline but the documentary 
techniques it had pioneered were prevalent even in productions of the Royal 
Shakespeare Company (Chambers, 2009: 46). British documentary theatre 
was still “driven by political commitment and contemporary event” but it had 
added a “provincialism in the best sense” (Favorini, 1995: xxx). Perhaps the 
best practitioner of this period was Peter Cheeseman at the Victoria Theatre 
in Stoke-on-Trent. Cheeseman’s The Jolly Potters (1964) was his first 
documentary play and focused on the region’s potteries industry.12 
Historiography is at the heart of his work (Favorini, 1995), which includes: 
The Staffordshire Rebels (1965), about that area during the civil war; The 
Knotty (1966), about the local rail line; The Burning Mountain (1970), about 
local historical figure Hugh Bourne; and Fight for Shelton Bar (1974), about 
the local steel industry. As Favorini notes, the plays were always about local 
history and events or about how distant events, like the Civil War, impacted 
upon the local community. Perhaps one of Cheeseman’s biggest influences 
on documentary theatre at this time was his insistence that you cannot write 
documentary: “You can only edit documentary material” (as quoted in 
Favorini, 1995: xxxi). For him, such editing allows a multiplicity of voices to 
emerge, and not just that of the individual author. If this were the only 
component of a definition of documentary theatre, then certainly my plays 
would not be part of this tradition as poetic faction, albeit working alongside 
																																																								
12 Cheeseman had created the play almost immediately after seeing Littlewood’s Oh, What a 
Lovely War! (Favorini, 1995: xxx). 
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the multiple other voices, is an essential component of my practice, as it has 
been for others in the twenty-first century.13 
These developments in the tradition have led to a diverse range of 
more recent practitioners creating theatre that uses varying combinations of 
documentary tropes but does not rely entirely on documents for its material. 
While there are too many to list here, some that relate, in their different ways, 
to my trilogy include: the award-winning Black Watch (Burke, 2006) which, 
like my own plays, mixes testimony from soldiers with invented scenes; Pam 
Gems’ biographical plays, such as Stanley (1996) and Mrs Pat (2002), which, 
while they are the product of her own research, still involve invention, thus 
utilizing what I am calling poetic faction; and finally, David Hare’s trilogy of 
plays, Racing Demon (1990), Murmuring Judges (1991), and The Absence of 
War (1993), which do not claim to be documentary theatre at all, although 
they use real lives and research to create plays that are, otherwise, entirely 
poetic faction. These practitioners and their use of poetic faction and 
research, coupled with a reluctance to call their own work documentary 
theatre, complicates my own trilogy’s claim to be a part of this tradition. By 
looking at other practitioners – such as Gillian Slovo and Alecky Blythe to 
name but two – in conjunction with my own plays –, I should be able to 
answer more definitively the question of whether my trilogy can make the 
claim to be part of this tradition or not. 
																																																								
13 Cheeseman’s influence on the documentary theatre tradition could be discussed in much 
more detail, especially his discursive influences and his staging. However, it lies outside the 
scope of this commentary. 
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 Some support for my argument that the trilogy is a form of 
documentary theatre can be found by looking at Banner Theatre run by 
George Luscombe in Canada. That company is focused on “actor-centred 
documentary theatre, and the crisis in performance ethics it produces” 
(Filewod, 2009: 56). For this company, documentary and also testimonial 
theatre involves “the performance of hybridity, as forms migrate and 
reterritorialise across disciplinary, cultural and national borders” (ibid: 58). It 
was the belief of both company and director that “documentary theatre offers 
an analytical model of reality that places the audience in a tribunal” (ibid, 60). 
Luscombe also  
developed a theatre in which the boundaries of documentary and 
invention were blurred in the larger project of actor-centred, non-
dramatic performances. The “document” might be a transcription 
of oral history, but it might just as well be a speech from 
Shakespeare, or a book by Dickens. (ibid: 67)  
This hybridity is of great interest to me as it reflects my own attempts at the 
inclusion and centrality of real documents within poetic faction in order to 
create a play that leaves the audience to judge the outcome rather than being 
too didactic about its anti-war message. Banner Theatre’s use of 
Shakespeare and Dickens also has parallels with my inclusion of other 
fictional texts in my trilogy. But as many other practitioners are also struggling 
with the inclusion of fiction alongside fact, a complicated definition for the 
practice emerges, as does an ambiguity about which plays belong in the 
tradition, an ambiguity that this commentary is seeking to address. It should 
be noted that Luscombe was influenced by Piscator’s desire to create “an 
epic documentary theatre that modelled and explained the history from 
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within,” though this “required a politicised audience that could absorb this 
experience critically and apply it” (Filewod, 2009: 68).14  
 Another important aspect of the historical development of documentary 
theatre is its use of media – written, photographic and audio – alongside the 
playwright’s script. Innovations of technology have enabled dramatists to use 
more sources, more cost effectively, as part of their productions. Digital 
projectors can show open source photographs from the internet, which also 
enables a larger, more accessible archive to be accessed and disseminated. 
This is key for the tradition, for, as Carol Martin notes, “[d]ocumentary theatre 
is where liveness (and its traces) and simulation converge via multiple forms 
of technology, acting, and theatricality” (2006: 9). She also notes that media 
is used as 
“evidence” that what is purported to have happened actually did 
happen. It both functions as a record of events and also as a form 
of testimony. As testimony, media can be an unquestionable 
witness or a witness that needs to be cross-examined. In 
documentary theatre, there is typically the event that happened, 
the media version(s) of the event that happened, and the 
theatrical version of the event that happened. (2009: 74-75) 
My plays attempt to acknowledge this situation by drawing explicit attention to 
the subjective source of the material; in other words, by placing the subjects 
and their inveterate subjectivity at the centre of the plays. In The Play That 
Killed Me, the actor playing Hector holds up the actual diary of Hector to show 
																																																								
14 Though Piscator himself wrote that this attempt was partially a failure as he admits that the 
fact that “we could not stop fascism with our theatre was abundantly clear to us all from the 
outset. What our theatre was supposed to do was communicate critical responses, which, 
translated into practical politics, might possibly have stopped fascism” (Favorini, 1995: vi). 
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to the audience, almost as a lawyer would show a jury a piece of evidence.15 
Martin’s analysis of the merger of the “real” (the actual event that happened, 
World War II) and the “media” (the recording of that event, Hector’s diary) 
echoes Jean Baudrillard’s discussion of this occurrence in art as “a fantastic 
telescoping, a collapsing of the two traditional poles into one another” (1983: 
57). For Martin, this means that, theoretically, “documentary theatre occupies 
the ground between the entirely made-up world of dramatic fiction and the 
supposedly entirely real world of everyday life” and that it is “about the truth, 
or a version of the truth, of what came before it, the live event” (2009: 75). 
This is partly the ground on which my plays are situated as I have sought to 
explore and test the boundaries in each direction – that is, both in 
historiography and in drama – by including the document inside the poetic 
faction of the play such that each “pushes” against the other to find a 
negotiated meaning. 
 One of the most political examples of the advancement of these 
methods came with Banner Theatre’s I’ve got something to show you (2005). 
The play was about a real refugee from Iran, Esrafil Tajaroghi, who set 
himself on fire in Manchester, in the offices of Refugee Action. In the 
production, as a matter of sensitivity to his family, Esrafil himself never 
appears on stage (Jeffers, 2009). In his discussion of My Name is Rachel 
Corrie, Tom Cantrell notes something similar in that play: “Unusually in 
documentary theatre, and unique in this book, the actor portrayed a real 
person who had died” (2013: 55) and most “do not use testimony from the 																																																								
15 This was in fact, my directing note to one of my leads. While obviously there are many 
interesting elements of acting for documentary theatre (Cantrell, 2013), the brevity of this 
commentary will only allow a brief analysis of such elements. 
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dead individual, and they are not portrayed on stage” (ibid: 172). In the first 
two plays of my trilogy, everyone involved was deceased. Ethically, this would 
lead to a serious set of questions similar to those Marianne Hirsch discusses 
about representations of the Holocaust: 
What do we owe the victims? How can we best carry their 
stories forward, without appropriating them, without unduly 
calling attention to ourselves, and without, in turn, having our 
own stories displaced by them? How are we implicated in the 
aftermath of crimes we did not ourselves witness? (2012: 2) 
In The Lonely Clouds of Guernica, I would face this dilemma as well. 
Ethically, it was only with the family’s permission that I was comfortable to 
feature the letters of a dead serviceman while fictionalizing, through poetic 
faction, his interactions with fellow soldiers after each authentic letter is read.  
 In America, by the end of the 1980s, documentary theatre was not 
always popular in the mainstream, and Broadway “remained unfriendly to 
documentaries” and even plays that sounded like documentaries had not 
done well there (Favorini: 1995: xxx). Plays, such as Sidney Greenberg’s 
Pueblo (1971) or Daniel Berrigan’s Trial of the Catonsville Nine (1971), either 
did not play in New York or had minor productions staged. Regardless, there 
have been significant documentary plays without the kind of mainstream 
success implied by a Broadway run.16 These include: Watergate Follies 
(Brustein, 1973), Are You Now or Have You Ever Been (Bentley, 1972), Still 
Life (Mann, 1980), Quilters (Newman and Damashek, 1982) and Execution of 
Justice (Mann, 1984), to name but a few. As Favorini notes, the last line of 
Execution of Justice is ironic – “I was just trying to do a good job for the city” 																																																								
16 This would start to change post 9/11 when major productions, such as those of Anna 
Deavere Smith, would play on Broadway. 
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(1995: xxx) – but it is something that could be said of American documentary 
theatre in general: it aims to be a tool for bringing communities together (L. 
Smith, 2009). One of the most notable examples of this was in East Palo Alto, 
a troubled community in California, where the local people came together to 
work on the East Palo Alto Project, which presented itself as “an educational 
collaboration creating an oral history archive of the city’s residents” (L. Smith, 
2009: 107). The residents came together to devise Circle in the Dirt, El 
Pueblo de East Palo Alto (1995), which, with “its bases in oral history and 
other alternative historical sources, and with its thematising of history-telling 
itself…calls into question official history and the documents that validate it” (L. 
Smith, 2009: 108). As noted by Eugene van Erven (1988) and Harry Elam 
(1997), in the mid-1960s a number of programmes of radical, educational 
theatre for social action were taken up again, this time with even more, 
overtly educational goals (L. Smith, 2009). An integral part of these 
programmes was an interrogation of what was considered real by the 
authorities: 
the play’s relationship to documentary theatre reflects a central 
interrogation of the meaning of history and its role in the 
community…attentive to the ways in which history and documents 
have been used to protect the status quo. Their intervention, then, 
is to propose an alternative reading of the history that has been 
used that way, an alternative narrative of local history built out of 
the stories of those marginalised from the historical record and, 
most critically, alternative tools for grounding historical and other 
claims. (L. Smith, 2009: 114) 
This kind of documentary theatre works “to reassess history; to celebrate 
accounts of localities, or marginalised groups; to investigate events and 
issues; and to serve knowledge and understanding” (Dawson, 1999: 19). 
These community projects, which include plays, use “the special power of the 
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theatre to create possibilities to ‘re-plant memory’ in new ways, the possibility 
to represent alternative community histories” (L. Smith, 2009: 120). For me, 
an unknown family story, such as that of Hector and Peggy in The Play That 
Killed Me, or Ken and Lewis in God Wept and the Devil Laughed, also 
present alternative local, or personal histories within the larger framework of 
written and accepted history. As such, I see my plays as reassessing history, 
not to argue that the official account is wrong, but that the official account is 
only part of a more encompassing, localized story. This is why it was also 
important for me in both plays to have the stories of the families left behind, 
as they, effectively, went to war too. 
 In Australia, this community-building and local, personal, historical 
reclamation has been undertaken by a number of Aboriginal communities, 
especially in relation to the very troubled post-war period (Casey, 2004). In 
Ngapartji Ngapartji (2005 - 2010), the devisers followed James Thompson’s 
work, which involves turning war stories into performances, with an 
understanding that “not only the content” of these stories must be examined 
closely “but also the structure of their telling and retelling” (Casey, 2004: 150), 
as “the act itself is not neutral but intertwined with multiple acts of narrative 
creation” (Casey, 2004: 51). This approach inspired the Aboriginal 
communities to take a close look at the nuclear tests performed by the British 
Government in the desert, which had devastated both the land and the 
Aboriginal communities that lived on it, creating generations suffering with 
cancer and other medical issues. 
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 Race similarly played a large role in Anna Deavere Smith’s work in the 
United States. In her analysis of Smith’s work, Alison Forsyth sees a shift 
occurring after the attacks on New York in 2001: 
Following the catastrophe of 9/11, documentary theatre makers 
have been challenged as never before to convey “the real” to an 
audience that continues to be bombarded on a daily basis, with 
startling immediacy, by a form of mediatised shorthand for the 
traumatic – moving, static and repeated graphic images of war, 
death and mayhem. (2009: 140-1) 
To achieve this, Smith  
does not aspire to present the truth of the traumatic event; 
rather, she facilitates a preferred version of a truth of the event 
that can be potentially elicited by the audience’s response to 
the gaps, fissures and fault-lines exposed by way of a multi-
vocal performance of the carefully-arranged and 
hermeneutically-charged juxtaposition of testimonies. (ibid: 142)  
By including a plethora of characters and perspectives, Smith hopes to allow 
the community to speak for itself and create a “real” sense of a place for an 
audience (Smith, 1992, quoted in Forsyth, 2009: 145).  
Smith also manages to stage her work quite soon after an event, 
sometimes even before the official narrative has taken root. Her play Fires in 
the Mirror: Crown Heights, Brooklyn and Other Identities (1992) is about the 
Crown Heights riot in August 1991. The play was workshopped in December 
1991 at George Wolfe's Festival of New Voices (Smith: 1993) and was first 
performed on 1 May 1992. This was also true of Twilight: Los Angeles, 1992 
(1994), though it took over a year before it defied Favorini and had a 
successful Broadway run (1995: xxx). Smith’s work is very similar to that of 
Gillian Slovo, whose play The Riots previewed on 17 November 2011, 
although its subject matter, the London riots, had only occurred on 6 August 
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2011. In both cases, the creators were working with very recent material in an 
attempt to establish a narrative as quickly and accurately as possible. This is 
very different from the kind of postmemory material being dealt with in the first 
two plays of my trilogy, both covering events mostly taking place seventy 
years earlier; and even in the last play, which was written five years after my 
main source – the war correspondent Ethan Baron – had last been in 
Afghanistan. This is important, as Hirsch notes, because “[p]ostmemory’s 
connection to the past is thus actually mediated not by recall but by 
imaginative investment, projection, and creation” and the audience therefore 
sees these events as ones that “happened in the past, but their effects 
continue into the present” (Hirsch, 2012: 5). Imaginative investment, 
projection and creation are at the heart of my poetic faction; that is, it is 
research-based, fact-based and lyrical, but ultimately is the projection and 
creation not just of the tellers (my parents, great-uncles, grandmothers, and 
Ethan), but also of what I recall when writing. Such a perspective means that 
work like mine can legitimately be considered as documentary since, as 
Hartman puts it, “fictional elaboration is not different from history-writing or 
other non-fictional forms of description and commentary” (1996: 3). “Fictional 
elaboration,” then, is a phrase that could substitute for poetic faction. This 
perspective also satisfies Amanda Stuart Fisher’s concern that “[t]he ‘truth’ of 
the traumatic event is arguably not transparent, knowable or even 
communicable” (2011: 112) Hence Smith and Slovo might work with fresh 
testimonies that thereby seem more in the moment and authentic, but my 
plays, which are mnemonic in structure, are no less so.17 
																																																								
17 I use the word authentic here as a like for like comparison rather than an absolute as the 
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 Similarly, the American playwright Emily Mann has adopted 
documentary theatre as the starting point for her plays since, in it, “you 
cannot lie” (Mann, 2000: 8). Mann’s work uses testimony as its foundation, 
appearing at a time in American history when the establishment was under 
extra scrutiny from the public (Favorini, 2009). Her approach subsequently 
became part of a new form of writing. As Elie Wiesel et al. note: “If the Greeks 
invented tragedy, the Romans the epistle, and the Renaissance the sonnet, 
our generation invented a new literature, that of testimony” (1977: 9). Indeed, 
Mann called her collection of four plays “testimonies,” believing that together 
they “form a metanarrative of history and memory” (Favorini, 2009: 152-153). 
She also believes “the documentary can lead to the veridical and can yield a 
‘heightened reality’” (quoted in Favorini, 2009: 154).  
To achieve her goal of “heightened reality,” Mann used “recordings, 
films and other trappings of the documentary like Piscatorian scene titles and 
playwright’s notes to certify a kind of authenticity” (Favorini, 2009: 154). But 
even this process does not obviate the playwright’s decision-making. For Still 
Life (1980), Mann edited 800 pages of interviews into her 90-page script 
(Favorini, 2009: 158). It is this process of editing, and selecting, that most 
closely resembles my work for my three anti-war plays – for both are, in 
Hirsch’s terms, acts of imaginative investment and creation. As Susan Jarratt 
perceptively writes: “The story-teller plays with the material like Frankenstein 
with body parts” (1991: 28).  
																																																																																																																																																														
authentic, as postmemory theory shows, is always mediated. 
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In my plays, I have to deal with the absence of testimony in the stories 
I am telling. While I have Hector’s diary, which is very detailed about his goals 
in life and his love for Peggy, it is less forthcoming about the war itself. Those 
elements had to be drawn from my father’s recollections of what Hector had 
told him and, to be pedantic, what Hector had told Peggy, who told my father, 
who told me. For Ken and Lewis, I have not only my mother’s post-war stories 
but also what they told me when I would visit them, once for three months, in 
1979. They showed me many photographs then, but it would be up to me to 
construct the stories out of their reminiscences and piece together events 
between the photographs and the stories that accompanied them. It is this 
interstitial place that is the key thing, where I had to meld my imaginative 
vision with detailed research, such as that to be found in archives like Ken 
Burns’ magnificent series The War (2007), which also told the big story of the 
Second World War by focusing on the relatively small, local stories of those 
involved. The ethos of that series, and its unflinching anti-war sentiment (held 
strongly by both filmmaker and subjects), would give me confidence to furnish 
this interstitial place and create something as poetic and as factual as I could. 
 Another important aspect of writing documentary theatre that relates to 
my plays revolves around notions of truth. In Doug Wright’s I Am My Own 
Wife (2003), the playwright encourages the audience to question monolithic 
truth while also helping “audiences to recognize the damaging effects of 
singular impositions of truth within society” (Highberg, 2009: 167). For his 
play, Wright took 500 pages of transcript and took “the customary liberties of 
the dramatist” (Wright, 2003: xxiv). He also acknowledged the impossibility of 
remaining outside and being wholly objective by making himself a character 
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in the play; thus his subjectivity is not only revealed but actualized on stage. 
He says:  
I have edited Charlotte’s anecdotes for clarity; I have condensed 
several characters into one when it best served the drama of her 
story; I have created certain archetypal figures in the play, such as 
newspaper reporters, bureaucrats, and specialists; I have imagined 
certain scenes while wholly inventing others for narrative clarity and 
in pursuit of my own thematic purpose. (ibid: xxiv)  
This statement echoes my own “Message from the Director” in our theatrical 
programmes about objectivity and subjectivity in writing plays “based on a 
true story” (J. MacGregor, 2011c).18 I would argue that both these 
perspectives are reminiscent of the practice of playwright David Edgar, who 
said about his play on Watergate – I Know What I Meant (1974) – that it “was 
bristling with impurities: the whole process of making it had consisted of value 
judgements” (1988: 62-3). Carol Martin goes further in analysing the truth of 
documentary theatre:  
Creating performances from edited archival material can both 
foreground and problematize the nonfictional even as it uses 
actors, memorized dialogue, condensed time, precise staging, 
stage sets, lighting, costumes, and the overall aesthetic structure 
of theatrical performance. The process is not always transparent. 
(2006: 10)  
In the case of my plays, a sense of “transparency” was conveyed in the 
theatrical programmes, handed out to the audience and containing a 
“Message from the Director.” In the second and third plays of the trilogy there 
was a clear acknowledgment of their subjectivity and local origins. With the 
																																																								
18 The theatrical programme’s Message from the Director stated: “This play is based on a 
true story. But what does that mean exactly?” I cannot say that I answered that question, but 
for me it was my footnote to the whole play, explaining as best I could about what I now call 
poetic faction.  
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first play, such acknowledgement came instead from within the story itself as 
Hector held up his diary to show his source. 
The problems of “documentation” are very prominent in Northern 
Ireland, where documentary theatre has had a powerful role in arguing 
against the official histories of the “Troubles,” especially in relation to the 
events of what has come to be known as “Bloody Sunday” (Upton, 2009). 
While documentary theatre uses official documents as sources that are true,   
in Northern Ireland, both “truth” and “memory” as agencies of 
historical reality continue to be fiercely contested in the present, 
and official documentation, far from bearing the hallmark of 
authority, is often regarded as ideologically suspect. (Upton, 2009: 
179)  
As a result, in some instances documentary theatre can raise “critical 
questions about the unstable nature of truth and reality, and the capacity of 
the theatre (and indeed the judiciary) to challenge or endorse versions of it” 
(Upton, 2009: 179). In the case of Bloody Sunday, official documents 
contained errors that were later shown to be intentional, as was demonstrated 
by other documents that had not been included in the record. In this sense, 
documents that were signed off as official and true were not being used to 
explain and understand the actual events but to obfuscate them.19 The inquiry 
into Bloody Sunday, the Widgery Report, for instance, is a widely recognised 
example: “The doubters had been proved right. It was a whitewash. The guilty 
were found to be innocent. The innocent were found to be guilty. It was a 
complete travesty of justice” (Daly, 2000: 211). And this situation arose 																																																								
19 This is also true of the recent Hillsborough ruling. Lord Taylor’s original 1989 inquest 
reached a different official version of events because of access to fewer documents (Taylor, 
1989). The 2016 inquest had more documents and was able to confirm a different account of 
the event, one that those who witnessed the events always knew to be true (Conn, 2016). 
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despite “2,500 witness statements…33 bundles of evidence…160 volumes 
including 13 volumes of photographs...20-30 million words…121 audiotapes 
and 110 videotapes” (The Rt. Hon. The Lord Saville of Newdigate, 2010).  
Fintan Brady, adaptor and director of a play about Bloody Sunday was 
thus to turn “memory into evidence” as the evidence itself was lacking “reality” 
(BBC Radio Foyle, 26 January 2007 quoted in Upton, 2009: 184). For Pat 
Mulkeen’s Just Another Sunday (1999), the writer is said to have used “a lot 
of fact with some fiction” (quoted in Upton, 2009: 184) and Norton-Taylor’s 
The Colour of Justice (1999) insisted on textual authenticity from the official 
documents, but this choice left “itself no scope to explore its own ideological 
process” (Upton, 2009: 188). In all cases, the plays became counter-
discourses to the dominant discourse of the government; as Carol Martin 
notes, “Governments ‘spin’ the facts in order to tell stories. Theatre spins 
them right back in order to tell different stories” (2006, 14). Thus Bloody 
Sunday revealed that  
a range of official and unofficial narratives have competed 
for public confidence over a period of decades. The theatre 
has provided an important open space in which to 
commemorate, investigate and legitimate counter-
narratives, framing and re-framing them in a public site of 
private memory. (Upton, 2009: 193)  
Memory, or more accurately, postmemory, would, in all three of my plays, be 
drawn upon in a similar fashion: as a legitimate document used to ground my 
imaginative interpretation of events that were essential for the narrative but 
for which there was no other record.  
 This attack on the dominant discourse has, in fact, become a focal 
point of recent documentary theatre, as it becomes an unofficial opposition of 
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sorts to what is perceived as the tyrannical hand of central government, and a 
way for the public to interact with un-televised inquiries. Tricycle Theatre in 
North London have thus performed what they call “Tribunal plays” for over 
twenty years. In their case, “theatre consists of the meticulous re-enactment 
of edited transcripts of state-sanctioned inquiries that address perceived 
miscarriages of justice and flaws in the operations and accountability of public 
institutions” (Megson, 2009: 195). The plays themselves are  
constructed through the performance of verbatim spoken 
testimony of key witnesses who are, in the course of 
each segment of the plays, guided through a battery of 
minutes, memoranda, reports and other kinds of official 
(and potentially incriminating) documentation by the 
presiding counsel. (Megson, 2009: 196) 
What this really means is that “the veridical force of material ‘evidence’ is not 
inviolable but circumscribed by processes of editorial mediation” (Megson, 
2009: 197). This very editorial mediation is at the heart of playwriting, whether 
it is from real events or imagined ones: the writer is always editing. As Carol 
Martin notes in her study of evidence in documentary theatre: “The process of 
selection, editing, organization, and presentation is where the creative work of 
documentary theatre gets done” (Martin, 2010: 18). She notes it is also this 
“[a]dherence to an archive [that] makes documentary theatre appear closer to 
actuality than fiction” (ibid: 19).  
The question of editing large volumes of material in order to uncover a 
more objective position is also something that Bottoms raises in his 
discussion of Permanent Way (2003) and Stuff Happens (2004), both 
examples of verbatim theatre: “the current ‘verbatim theatre’ trend in London 
has tended to lionize plays that are both manipulative and worryingly 
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unreflective regarding the ‘realities’ they purport to discuss” (2006: 67). This 
echoes Weiss’s warning to audiences who might take the plays as “verbatim”: 
that “Documentary theatre takes sides” (Bottoms, 2006: 42). Or, as Martin 
suggests, it offers the viewer one take on the “real” story being told (Martin, 
2009). That said, Alison Forsyth recognizes that “testimony is valued in 
theatrical practice for its potentially complicating insights into how individual 
people involved in past events interpret these events and their implications” 
(Forsyth, 2014: 2). For her there is a clear reason why this form has become 
more popular: 
This pronounced focus on testimony in drama over recent years is 
perhaps reflective of an increasing appetite to gain a deeper 
personal, even more intimate, insight into the world we inhabit 
over and above the seemingly ceaseless yet perhaps superficially 
depthless access we have to rapid-fire, mass–circulated news 
stories and journalistic reports via 24-hour television and radio, 
the internet and social media. (ibid: 1) 
While the first two plays in the trilogy were trying to provide insights into the 
war from my family’s perspective, the third play was written for precisely the 
reasons mentioned above, especially as a result of what Ethan was telling me 
about the war in Afghanistan and the articles his editors chose to publish. The 
play was an attempt to fill in that gap in the official archive. 
 In a repressive regime such as that of South Africa under Apartheid, 
documentary theatre takes on a more urgent role. Just as some have seen 
the rise in documentary and verbatim theatre in the United Kingdom as 
coinciding with a decline in investigative journalism (Hutchinson, 2009), in a 
country like South Africa it was developed in response to state-controlled 
media. While “documentary plays seem to claim a special kind of authenticity, 
extra-realism, and a hard-edged engagement with ‘real,’ usually political, 
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issues of power” (Hutchinson, 2009: 209), there is also no doubt that “the 
issues around the way the material is selected, edited and organised, and 
how these affect interpretation, are complex” (Martin, 2006: 8-15). Also, in 
Southern Africa as a region, there is a different approach to truth from that 
found in the European tradition: 
an African philosophical approach to truth…is not predicated on 
the binary systems prevalent within the European Enlightenment 
tradition of thinking, and thus does not place such a high value on 
empirical proof to validate an inquiry or conceptual position. In the 
African context, the story is itself important as a mode through 
which we can know ourselves and explore our history, identity and 
collective value systems. It is no less true for being fictional or 
constructed. (Martin, 2006: 211) 
In plays from South Africa it is argued that “[th]e significance of personal 
narrative is paramount because identity and the politics of apartheid South 
Africa were inextricably bound together” (Hutchinson, 2009: 212). Early 
examples of this work include Athol Fugard’s The Island (1972) and Born in 
the RSA (1985). But more recent plays, written after the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission, have drawn more and more on verbatim and 
testimonial accounts to shape an understanding of the Apartheid period. 
These plays include Paul Herzberg’s The Dead Wait (1997), Jane Taylor’s 
Ubu and the Truth Commission (1998), which provocatively asked questions 
omitted in the hearings, the Kuhlamani Support Group’s The Story I am About 
to Tell (1998), and John Kani’s Nothing But The Truth (2002). As Hutchinson 
notes, these plays show that “t]heatre in South African continues to be the 
forum used to challenge dominant narratives of coherence and consensus. It 
asks not what happened, but what are the causes and implications of the 
happenings” (2010: 68). The South African use of verbatim theatre is not to 
negotiate “a singular truth, but many truths allowing for a more contradictory 
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exploration of the past, and hopefully offers a vision of a more tolerant future” 
(Hutchinson, 2010: 69). This is reminiscent of the plays of both Anna Deavere 
Smith and Gillian Slovo. 
 Finally, it is worth noting that documentary theatre has been seen as 
oppositional; that is, as contributing to a counter-discourse in standing out 
against the dominant discourse of the centre (Paget, 2009). It is not surprising 
then, that these plays have used non-realistic techniques in their creation and 
production. As van Erven puts it: 
[n]on-naturalistic forms have tended to be the staples of the left 
(or fringe, or alternative, or oppositional, or anti-capitalist) theatre 
in any of the patently non-mainstream theatres that have existed 
somewhere in the world for a century or more. They continue to 
be “weapons” in on-going political struggles in the Far East, South 
America and in oppressed communities in Europe and North 
America. (quoted in Paget, 2009: 224) 
This is not surprising, as oppositional theatre “tends directly to confront the 
political circumstances within which it is located” (Paget, 2009: 225). 
DEFINITIONS 
 Having looked at some of the history, development and critical issues 
around the documentary theatrical tradition,20 it is now possible to try and 
shape some definitions of this tradition before undertaking a look at my 
individual plays. One issue is that differing labels have often been used for 
the same plays, which has complicated such definitions. As Carol Martin 
notes in Dramaturgy of the Real on the World Stage, what she calls the 
“theatre of the real” is “also known as documentary theatre as well as 
docudrama, verbatim theatre, reality-based theatre, theatre of witness, 																																																								
20 A full study is beyond the parameters of this commentary. 
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tribunal theatre, nonfiction theatre, and theatre of fact” (2010: 1). Tom Cantrell 
similarly observes that  
[t]here are a number of terms which researchers use in 
attempting to distinguish the use of found material from plays 
that are solely the playwright’s own invention. In addition to 
“documentary theatre,” these include “verbatim theatre,” “fact-
based theatre,” “faction” and “theatre of actuality.” (2013: 2).  
 
For the purposes of this commentary, I will use Paget’s definition of tribunal 
theatre, in which “the ‘plays’ are edited transcripts (‘redactions’) of trials, 
tribunals and public inquiries. These constitute the basis for theatrical 
representation” (2009: 233). Plays that fit this definition then, must come from 
the editing of official inquiry transcripts and be performed in an inquiry setting. 
Such plays include many of Tricycle Theatre’s productions, such as: Half the 
Picture (1994) by Richard Norton-Taylor and John McGrath, which used the 
Scott “Arms to Iraq” Inquiry for its source material; Nuremberg (1996) and 
Srebrenica (1996); The Colour of Justice (1999); Justifying War – Scenes 
from the Hutton Inquiry (2003); Bloody Sunday: Scenes from the Saville 
Inquiry (2005); and Called to Account (2007).  
 Verbatim Theatre also has a number of definitions. Paget defines 
verbatim theatre as “[t]heatre firmly predicated upon the taping and 
subsequent transcription of interviews with ‘ordinary’ people” (1987: 317). It is 
the use of the term “firmly predicated” that causes some problems. How much 
of a play then, or what percentage, must be verbatim in order for it to be firmly 
counted as verbatim theatre? Paget’s more recent definition still leaves room 
for ambiguity. In 2009, he declares that such plays are transmutations of 
“interviews with individuals. Sometimes these interviews are taped and 
transcribed, sometimes actors work directly with the tapes themselves. 
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Whatever the variants, aural testimony constitutes the basis for theatrical 
representation” (2009: 233-234). Again, how much of the play must be 
verbatim for it to be recognised within this category? For Mark Luckhurst the 
fluidity of its definition is historically rooted: 
The term ‘verbatim theatre’, then, in its original context 
alluded to a particular kind of working method which was 
new in the 1960s. From the 1990s, however, the term is 
applied by some informed practitioners, and more loosely 
and confusingly by others, to much documentary theatre, 
from Piscator’s model in the 1960s, to plays like My Name is 
Rachel Corrie (2005), based on diaries, notebooks and 
emails, as well as to plays which incorporate both testimony 
and invented material, such as Hare’s Stuff Happens and 
Gupta’s Gladiator Games. (2008: 203-204) 
 
For my purposes, the term verbatim theatre designates those plays in which a 
dramatist acquires verbatim responses from which a play is then fashioned, 
using only these transcripts as its text.21 In other words, there is nothing in the 
script that is not based on the transcripts. This category would therefore 
include the work of Peter Cheeseman, Anna Deavere Smith and Gillian 
Slovo, as well as Alecky Blythe, who not only records and edits material, but 
then has actors wear headphones so they can as accurately as possible 
speak the words as they were spoken by those interviewed.22 Her work 
includes Come Out Eli (2003); Cruising (2006); The Girlfriend Experience 
(2008); and Do We Look Like Refugees?! (2010). Other notable practitioners 
of such plays include director Max Stafford-Clark and writer Robin Soans, 
whose work includes A State Affair (2000), Talking to Terrorists (2005) and 
																																																								
21 This follows Bottoms’ definition that documentary theatre “foregrounds the documents, 
while verbatim foregrounds getting things straight from the mouth of those involved” 
(Bottoms, 2006: 59). 
22 A technique she learned from Mark Wing-Davey who had adapted it from Anna Deavere 
Smith. (Rebellato, 2013: 47)  
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Mixed Up North (2009). Cantrell also notes that “in America ‘verbatim’ is not 
used, with ‘documentary’ being the preferred term. When looking for verbatim 
playtexts, the reader will often find them conflated with other documentary 
forms” (2016: 1). However, abiding by my definition, American plays in the 
verbatim tradition would include Moises Kaufman’s Gross Indecency: The 
Three Trials of Oscar Wilde (1997), The Laramie Project (2000) and The 
Laramie Project Ten Years Later (2009). 
 In my definition of verbatim theatre there is an overlap with testimonial 
theatre, in which an individual works with a writer to tell his or her story 
(Cantrell 2016: 1). Such plays would include Sounds of the Coup (2008), in 
which the writing actually involved a collaborative process which facilitated a 
partial transfer of “sense-based mnemonic traces from the bodies and mouths 
of the witnesses into the bodies and mouths of the performers” (Forsyth, 
2010: 6); The Fence (2010) which saw another kind of collaboration using 
“testimonial silence and site specificity” (Forsyth 2010: 8); and Seven (2009), 
in which seven writers interviewed seven extraordinary women, wrote 
monologues and then interwove them into a script collaboratively. It can also 
include more autobiographical plays, as Alison Forsyth notes in her 
introduction to an anthology of testimonial plays (2014). These would include: 
Meron Langsner’s Bystander 9/11 (2002), which is based on the writer’s “own 
experiences of being physically caught up in the horrifying events of the 
attacks upon the World Trade Centre on 11 September 2001” (2014: 3); and 
Denise Uyehara’s Big Head (2003), a play about her grandfather’s internment 
which also “performatively explores the issue of postmemory” (2014: 4). 
Interestingly, one of the plays in the anthology is ice&fire’s On the Record 
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(2011), which, despite relying on testimony and first-hand witness statements, 
also included “what could be termed fictionalized truths”; the latter usually 
revolved around constructed, personal backstories, “gleaned from but beyond 
the actual verbatim interviews” (Forsyth, 2014: 11).  
 The final definition is, perhaps, the overarching one for this 
commentary: documentary theatre itself. While testimonial, verbatim and 
tribunal theatre all involve words – spoken or transcribed – as their primary 
source, documentary theatre also uses other found sources: photographs, 
songs, diaries, letters, emails, films, newspaper articles, television 
programmes, websites, and any other document that existed before the play 
was created. Piscator’s work, and plays such as Oh, What a Lovely War! fit 
squarely within this tradition and meet the criteria of this definition. 
 But there is also a group of plays identified as documentary theatre 
which has added fictional, imagined and created elements, all based on fact 
or research, to its text. Plays like Tanika Gupta’s Gladiator Games (2005) 
thus use documentary materials rigorously but combine them with invented 
scenes. Her first play, Voices in the Wind (1995) uses a similar model to 
dramatically retell a family story from 1930. As the story was set so deep in 
the past – like the first two plays of my trilogy – she had to rely on some 
invented scenes to fill in the missing pieces from that history. David Hare’s 
work – The Permanent Way (2003), Stuff Happens (2004) and The Power of 
Yes (2009) – uses a similar hybrid form and has therefore been called “part 
verbatim” (Cantrell 2016: 1). Finally, there is Gregory Burke’s Black Watch 
(2006); as director John Tiffany points out, they decided not to “write a 
fictional drama set in Iraq,” but instead thought that they “should try and tell 
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the ‘real’ stories of the soldiers in their own words” (see Tiffany in Burke, 
2007: xii). This entailed months of interviews which they used as the 
foundation of invented scenes about their tour (ibid).  
Black Watch faces some of the same questions as my trilogy then: is it 
specifically documentary theatre or must it default to the broader theatre of 
the real, to use Martin’s more inclusive term? This term is more inclusive 
because Martin sees it comprising 
documentary theatre, verbatim theatre, reality-based theatre, 
theatre-of-fact, theatre of witness, tribunal theatre, nonfiction 
theatre, restored village performances, war and battle re-
enactments, and autobiographical theatre. All of these types of 
theatre claim a relationship to reality. (Martin, 2010: 5)  
 
In answering the question of whether the trilogy is documentary theatre, I 
have been using the phrase poetic faction, borrowing the latter word (faction) 
from Cantrell (2013). I wanted a term that expressed my desire to give the 
facts and words of the people, whose stories I was telling, a poetry of its own. 
Like the letters written by real soldiers included in The Lonely Clouds of 
Guernica, I have always believed there is poetry in the way that people tell 
their stories, especially when they are deeply personal ones. When I think of 
Doug telling me about Ken and Lewis and their exploits in the 8th Army, it was 
impossible not to experience the lyricism of his account. It is this poetry, this 
lyricism, that I am calling poetic faction.  
 
ETHICS 
 Of course using poetic faction alongside factual documents raises 
ethical questions. Hartman (1996), Rothberg (2000), and Hirsch (2012), have 
gone into great detail about the ethics of representing the Holocaust in 
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artworks, and all have cited Theodor Adorno’s famous quotation that has 
been translated as either “writing poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric” or “there 
can be no poetry after Auschwitz” (Adorno, 1967: 34).23 But all three critics 
have outlined mechanisms for still writing such poetry. Hirsch discusses “the 
ethics and the aesthetics of remembrance in the aftermath of catastrophe” in 
terms of what is owed the victims and outlines a need for aesthetic creations 
to broaden the official archival record and to include memory and 
postmemory (2012: 2). For Hartman, these ethical questions mean that plays 
like mine, in common with all art, are “under heavy pressure when it comes to 
Holocaust representation, a pressure amounting almost to an interdiction” 
(1996: 8). But he also argues that fictional representations of the Holocaust 
are “equally impressive” to the verbatim testimonies of survivors and notes 
that, as in my own plays, they mix “creative and documentary genres” when 
“produced by second-generation witnesses, both in the U.S. and abroad” 
(1996: 8). Rothberg goes even further and develops the concept of traumatic 
realism to make sense of art that “attempts to develop new forms of 
‘documentary’ and ‘referential’ discourse out of [a] very traumatic void” (2000: 
96). 
 Of course the ethics of representation go beyond the Holocaust. In his 
book Theatre and Ethics (2009), Nicholas Ridout writes about how the 
relationship between theatre and ethics originates with the emergence of 
western ethical thought and traces it back to Sophocles’ Philoctetes. Ridout 
notes that Plato’s claim, about theatre being inherently false as a tool of 
representation, was actually a call for the theatre to offer more than dramatic 																																																								
23 The original quotation is from 1949 but first published in translation in 1967. 
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illusion and force audiences to think of the theatre in relation to ethics (2009: 
24). In the period in which I am writing, what Ridout calls the postmodern 
period, he argues that theatre needs to be effective in terms of the 
“production of ethical relationships and situations,” maintaining that these 
relationships become the “ground upon which political action might be 
attempted” (ibid: 66). All of these issues come to bear on the trilogy as it 
mixes documentary evidence and poetic faction in order to broaden the 
official archival record and reclaim lost voices from within Rothberg’s 
“traumatic void.”  
 But what are the ethics of manipulating real events through the 
inclusion of poetic faction for the sake of art? Is it acceptable to do so? 
Hartman would argue that there is a need for work like my plays, with their 
use of faction, to occupy the interstitial space between history and literature 
(1996: 51), and Hirsch would argue that even a photograph is more 
performative than factual (2012: 61). For his part, Rothberg uses traumatic 
realism to “mediate between the realist and antirealist positions” (2000: 9), 
and as a term to occupy and define this interstitial space. In addition, there is 
Ridout’s point about how ethics can incite a political response in a 
postmodern age (2009: 66), especially with faction’s and postmodernism’s 
insistence on bricolage. A case could be argued that there are ethical 
problems in performing faction, a case raising similar issues to those about 
performing real events and playing real people made by Stuart Fisher (2005, 
2008 and 2011), Luckhurst (2008), Luckhurst & Cantrell (2010), Upton 
(2010), Cantrell (2013), and others. However, for me, if a play incites political 
intervention and critical thinking, then I agree with Ridout, and poetic faction 
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becomes necessary. Besides, in this postmodern age of social-media 
performance, anything and everything can be seen in factional terms. As 
Martin notes: “the real is no longer a simple assertion of presence” due to the 
growth of the digital, virtual world (2010: 2). For Martin, the question then 
becomes, “[c]an we definitively determine where reality leaves off and 
representation begins? Or are reality and representation so inextricable that 
they have become indiscernible?” (ibid). For me, the answer is that it is not 
possible to distinguish between them. So poetic faction, which occupies the 
interstitial space where reality and representation meet, embodies my attempt 
to incite political action and to fill the traumatic void by telling stories unknown 
to the official record. How each play manages these questions and issues will 
be examined in the section examining each one, but it should be noted that 
all were scrutinised by someone more directly involved than myself. My father 
Barry read The Play That Killed Me, my mother Iris reviewed God Wept and 
the Devil Laughed, and both Ethan Baron and the family of Cyrus Thatcher 
were involved in the final production of The Lonely Clouds of Guernica. 
 Given the historical background of documentary theatre and the work 
of the practitioners discussed so far, which have shaped the definitions and 
ethical practices I am using, I shall now proceed to consider how far each of 
my three plays fits into this tradition, if indeed they fit at all.  
 
THE PLAY THAT KILLED ME 
When I received my grandfather Hector’s diary in January of 2000 and heard 
from my own father, Barry, of Hector’s involvement in putting on plays for the 
troops in Africa during World War II, I knew I had found the subject for a 
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powerful play: it had a touching love story, the sacrifice of a new father going 
overseas to help with the war effort, and a great twist, in that, when things 
were at their bleakest, he and his closest friend from his pre-war acting days, 
Charles Cameron, decided to put on an anti-war play, R.C. Sherriff’s 
Journey’s End (1928), for the troops at the front, surrounded by sand dunes. 
As I outlined and structured the plot, I realized that the play could serve as 
the first in a trilogy of soldiers’ stories. The second would then give the story 
from the other side of my family, my mother’s, also set during the war, with 
the last one being set in the present day, outlining my own feelings and 
thoughts about living in a country at war. 
 The themes uniting the plays would be approached from the differing 
and subjective points of view of each protagonist. These themes would 
include the following: the role of those left behind when soldiers go to the 
front but who, nonetheless, participate in war; the post-traumatic stress that 
these soldiers all faced – though until after World War II it was an un-named 
and undiagnosed condition, being referred to colloquially as “shell shock”; 
and the role and importance of art in understanding these events during and 
after the time in which they occurred. On this last point, I was heavily 
influenced by the “reality” of my grandfather staging a production of what is 
widely considered the greatest anti-war play of all time for soldiers at the 
front, in the middle of a “bloody war” (J. MacGregor, 2010a: 23).  
 By approaching these themes from contrasting subjective 
perspectives, I envisioned a trilogy that would see truth and history as things 
that were not necessarily absolutes coming from a single, accepted archive, 
but ideals negotiated both by those involved and by those who analyse 
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events retrospectively, usually from outside. Giving voice to my family, absent 
from any official historical text outside their war records,24 would give my 
family’s local perspective on the Second World War. This would make them 
part of a trend noted by Hartman: 
Recently, moreover, the conviction has grown that local 
knowledge, which speaks from inside a situation rather than 
from the outside in an objectifying manner, can provide a texture 
of truth that eludes those who adopt a prematurely unified voice. 
(1996: 135) 
 
I would later learn that this is a key element of recent documentary theatre. 
As is characteristic of this tradition, my work certainly “indicates a self-
conscious acknowledgement of the complexity of ‘reality’ at the expense of 
propounding a mono-dimensional truth claim” (Forsyth and Megon, 2009: 3), 
which is made apparent in each play of the trilogy. That these stories were 
clearly subjective, looking at the war from one perspective only, was also very 
important to the trilogy as a whole, as was the decision to create a context, a 
made-up theatrical world, in which real documents and stories could be 
revealed. Unlike other practitioners, I would not pare down hundreds of pages 
of material into a play; instead, I would grow relatively few pages of material 
into many. This was a drastically different approach to most of the 
documentary theatre pieces discussed so far. 
 The need to use poetic faction was necessary as expansive 
documents relating directly to my subjects were quite scarce. They included: 
my grandfather Hector’s war record, which contained little beyond dates and 
pay apart from a few notes on his illnesses that would be key; my 
grandfather’s diary; my father’s stories and memories of my grandfather; my 																																																								
24 I was told when researching the play that I was the first person to look at the war records of 
my two grandfathers, Hector and Ron, since they were deposited in the Ministry’s archive.  
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own postmemory of stories told throughout my life; Ken Burns’ incisive The 
War (2007), which was also very much a part of the local trend Hartman 
writes about and which provided some details of the war from Hector’s peers; 
various traditional history books; a map of North Africa during the war; 
Hector’s many, many photographs of his life (included as an appendix to his 
commentary); and of course, R.C. Sherriff’s Journey’s End. This last item, key 
to the events in The Play That Killed Me, was somewhat unusual in 
documentary theatre: an external fictional text (though itself based on 
Sherriff’s memories of the war). Along with the map of North Africa, which 
was prominent stage right, these two elements perform the same function as 
the map in Gillian Slovo’s The Riots (2011): both could vicariously transport 
the audience to a place outside and beyond the performance space. This 
said, I had decided early on that no passage from Sherriff’s play would be 
included in my own. It would have to remain outside the play, indeed outside 
the theatre, as something that might be evocative for some audience 
members, while fuelling further research from those unaware of the play and 
its contents.25 Just as my research had left holes in the lives of my ancestors 
between 1927 to 1951, which my poetic faction would fill in, so would there be 
this intertextual gap that audience members would have to fill in with either 
their own memories or some future reading. 
 This way of writing the first play (and, later, its sequels) – what I could 
only subsequently term a methodology – was heavily influenced by my study 
																																																								
25 One of my great surprises at the performances of The Play That Killed Me was the 
audience’s reaction when Charles said that they should put on Journey’s End. I had expected 
no response as it seemed purely expositional to me. Instead, the audience let out a 
combination of sounds: laughter, gasps, and other noises of wonderment. I had not thought 
of this as a punch line, per se, but was delighted. 
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of critical theory as a post-graduate student. My thesis on the Australian 
Aboriginal writer, Mudrooroo (formerly Colin Johnson, formerly Mudrooroo 
Narogin), used Mudrooroo’s indigenous critical theory alongside that of 
postcolonialism and postmodernism to analyse his works. For the writing of 
the first play, then, it was impossible for me not to reflect on aspects of these 
theories in framing my narrative, especially in regard to the very nature of 
history as I wrote. In particular, Hayden White’s (1978) notion that 
postmodernism was a “means of questioning the claims to objectivity 
presented by history” (J. MacGregor, 1991: 9) would be highly influential. 
Other initial influences came from various sources: from Brian McHale came 
the insight that postmodernism was a “movement from the mimesis of a 
diegesis to the recognition of the projection of a hypodiegetic world” (1991: 9); 
and from Linda Hutcheon (1980, 1988, and 1989), a way of seeing how 
postmodernist techniques can be a subversive force. What these critical 
theorists have in common is that they view postmodernism as “a questioning, 
problematizing process contained within texts conscious of their own artifice” 
(J. MacGregor, 1991: 9).   
While these critics diverge in their individual analyses, their overall 
postmodernist perspective informed my approach to writing plays as a 
counter-discourse or counter-history to historical records that are usually 
more focused on the events rather than on the lives of those people actually 
on the ground, undertaking the sometimes horrifying work of making events 
happen. But I was also aware that I was not making an academic argument 
about history: I was telling deeply personal stories about history, about my 
ancestors’ experiences. These historiographic concerns were mostly 
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manifested in the relative lack of documents that existed around Hector’s life. 
I would have to impose my own experiences in the theatre (and growing up in 
the theatre) to imagine the world of Hector and Charles, Peggy and Liz. For 
this I had my own father’s postmemory to work with and, truth be told, my 
grandfather was a dour Scotsman who had not opened up much to my father 
by the time of his death in 1951, when my father would have been 15 years 
old. My solution was to make the diary a character, to have it on stage, with it 
in the actor’s hand whenever any passage from it was being quoted, 
whenever it was “speaking.” This would be my historical evidence. As Carol 
Martin notes in her essay about evidence in documentary theatre, it is “what 
is not part of the archive that brings ‘real life’ and believability to documentary 
theatre” (2010: 20).  
It is perhaps not surprising that, being uninformed about documentary 
theatre, I found myself thinking back to my studies in postmodernism. As 
Carol Martin writes: 
Theatre of the real’s strategies are often postmodern, especially 
in asserting that truth is contextual, multiple, and subject to 
manipulation; that language frames perception; that art can be 
objective; that perspectives proliferate; that history is a network 
of relationships; that things occur by chance. (2010: 3) 
 
As I was preparing to write the first play of the trilogy, these ideas were at the 
forefront of my thinking. I was trying to find a place where “reality leaves off 
and representation begins” and starting to realize that “reality and 
representation are so inextricable that they have become indiscernible” 
(Martin, 2010: 2). Of course Martin poses this as a question, the truth of 
which must be ascertained. As a writer, I was finding my own answer.  
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 Further evidence that would not be in the play itself, but greatly helped 
in the writing, was Hector’s collection of photographs. Each contained a little 
note that opened up theatrical and textual possibilities. On a photograph of a 
hotel in Mombasa, he had written, “one too many pints here.” On a 
photograph of him at the Sphinx he had written: “The only thing missing here 
is you.” These fragments helped me piece together some insights for the 
creation of the interstitial segments, the parts of the play that have little or no 
documentary evidence. In this way, Hector would be “represented through 
documents” (Martin 2010: 17), even if that meant using the tiniest of notes or 
the smallest of photographs. 
  I decided that I would also fill in the missing, interstitial pieces, with 
theatricality, using the stage as best I could. In this sense, I was most closely 
following George Luscombe of Toronto Workshop Productions, whose “plays 
were socially engaged, frequently drawn from actuality and documentary 
sources, and exuberantly theatrical” (Filewod, 2009: 59). For example, Hector 
and Charles’ acting career would be quickly summed up in some brief 
extracts in which each tries to outflank the other for centre stage.26 
 Perhaps the most obvious clue about how the first play should be read 
comes in the title itself: The Play That Killed Me leaves little doubt in the 
audience’s mind about the play’s outcome long before it has even started. In 
my mind, the idea of a play – usually an enjoyable and benign experience for 
actor and audience alike – being “responsible” for killing someone, created 
the kind of playfulness that I wanted to inform the entire production. The title 
was not just intended to be playful, but was also a literal rendering of what 																																																								
26 I will not go too far into details about the staging as I am being assessed here as writer of 
the trilogy rather than its director. 
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happened: Hector MacGregor returned from World War II alive, but suffering 
from numerous diseases and medical conditions that he had caught or 
developed while in Africa, eventually succumbing to them and dying. In the 
words of my father, Hector had “gone to war a young man, and come back an 
old one” (B. MacGregor, 2003). Also, while he outlived the historical dates of 
the war, he was none the less killed by it.  
 The play itself begins with a fictitious event: Hector recounting being 
shot at by Junkers in the desert while he was rehearsing Journey’s End. As 
one of my goals as a writer was to problematize the idea of the real and 
notions of an accepted monolithic history, I wanted the play to begin with a 
completely apocryphal event before shifting into real events and details. In 
addition, by using direct address – the character, Hector, is literally narrating 
his own story – the subjective framing of that story would be emphasized, an 
idea important to me and essential to documentary theatre. As Martin notes, 
documentary theatre  
 claims moral superiority not because it is more objective than 
media but because it is more subjective than media; it offers 
perceived reality and social and political commentary as a 
viable form of knowledge (as opposed to editorial). (Martin, 
2009: 87-88) 
 
The very notion of using Hector’s real diary as a source of dialogue and, in 
some of the scenes, of having Hector address the audience directly, 
answered my concerns about presenting a monolithic truth. Hector’s story is 
unequivocally from his point of view and, by bathing the play in that 
subjectivity, I hoped to give both an accurate and imagined account of the 
play that was performed for the troops in August 1942. The programme for 
the play would also contain references to the subjectivity of the story by 
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actually outlining the history of its telling (J. MacGregor, 2010b). It is also a 
highly intimate moment, which is a feature of much documentary theatre. 
Hector’s diary is the most private of documents and I cannot fathom how he 
would react to it being in a play about him.27  
Unknowingly, I was also duplicating the non-naturalism of the earliest 
documentary theatre. With direct address, the actor is acknowledging his 
place in the artifice, showing an awareness of being inside a play. In the early 
plays of Unity Theatre and the Workers’ Theatre Movement, plays were 
explicitly non-naturalistic (Chambers, 2009). And, as with Banner Theatre and 
George Luscombe’s work, “The actor stands on the stage as an information 
expert whose mastery of performance vocabularies exposes the subtexts and 
connections of actuality” (Filewod, 2009: 60). Hector may be remembering his 
story, but he is in the best position to do so, being the one who most clearly 
knows his journey. Direct address is “a classic device of documentary 
theatre” (Paget, 2009: 230), deployed, in my case, to fulfil two key objectives 
of the genre: both “to charm and persuade their audience” (ibid: 231). In 
casting, it was no coincidence that I went with the most talented and 
charming actor I could find, Gerry McLaughlin, whose personality would fulfil 
both these criteria (McLaughlin, 2014). 
 For me, the main advantage of non-naturalism is that it permits sudden 
jumps in time and place, allowing a great deal of historical breadth to be 
covered in what ended up being a seventy-five minute play. While naturalism 
emphasises a “’through line’ for the performer,” as it is “unforgiving of 																																																								
27 My father’s first response to the play was: “I think it is very good. I need more time to think. 
These are my parents you are writing about.” I often think of that possessive claim, as they 
are my grandparents as well.  
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interruption” (Paget, 2009: 229), I needed to be able to swiftly traverse the 
pre-war period before the main story could be told. For me, it was essential 
that Hector’s love for his wife, his decision to leave his family, and his 
friendship with Charles were all given dramatic space in order to maximize 
the impact of Hector’s inevitable death. But that meant covering a twenty-five 
year period in just over an hour. This was an issue that faced Anthony Sher in 
creating Primo (2004) from the autobiography of Primo Levi, If This is a Man 
(1947), and which caused him considerable anxiety (Sher, 2005). 
 To overcome this challenge, the details of Hector’s entire life up to the 
war were carefully selected to give the most powerful impact when he dies. 
Just as Emily Mann edited 800 pages of transcript into her play Still Life 
(Favorini, 2009: 158), I too was “constructing” Hector’s life into an artifice that 
could be consumed, turning twenty-four years of his life into just over an hour 
of theatre, but doing so while giving relatively little stage time to the actual 
documents – excerpts from his diary (J. MacGregor, 2010a) and the 
postmemory of my father (B. MacGregor, 2001 and 2003). While tribunal 
plays have to boil down vast quantities of evidence into an evening’s 
entertainment, I was faced with a slightly different challenge, more 
characteristic of documentary theatre: not only selecting material and 
constructing a sequence from existing documentary materials but also having 
to supplement such materials because of their very partial nature. Martin, 
however, does not see this as an issue: 
Even as documentary theatre typically tries to divide fabrication 
from truth by presenting enactments of actual people and events 
from verifiable sources it is also where the real and the simulated 
collide and where they depend on each other. (2010: 2) 
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In my play, this dependence was forced by the gaps in the record that I had to 
fill with poetic faction. 
 The first few pages of The Play That Killed Me are taken up with 
setting the tone of the piece – light-hearted at first – and introducing the 
characters and their relationships. Hector’s best friend Charles is introduced, 
and “jump cuts” show their growing friendship on and off the stage. With him 
introduced, Charles’ wife Elizabeth and Hector’s wife-to-be, Peggy (my 
grandmother), are introduced. It is not until all these relationships have been 
established – some drawing on oral postmemory accounts from my father, 
others being guesses on my part (informed by the hints on the backs of those 
photographs) – that Hector’s diary is introduced. It has, of course, been on 
stage the whole time. Hector’s true story – his writing of it rather than my re-
writing – is always present regardless of any liberties taken in its telling. After 
introducing it, Hector reads from his diary verbatim, concerning his life as a 
bachelor (now coming to an end) and his decision to propose to my 
grandmother: 
But now - well, apart from money this has been an eventful year. 
It is during this year that the most wonderful thing, (or rather the 
biggest step to the most wonderful thing in a man's life) was 
taken too. The step, was to realize after a few months of 
friendship that I had found a character opposite to mine yet so 
suitable to my own character, and so things took their course, 
and I – (H. MacGregor: 1)  
 
It is ideally at this moment that the audience is made cognizant of the reality 
of the story. As Joan Didion expresses it in The Year of Magical Thinking, 
“The act of the date, the speaking witness, the intimacy of direct address: 
these set the terms of engagement” (quoted in Reinelt, 2009: 21). Moreover, 
as Reinelt notes, 
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[s]pectators come to a theatrical event believing that certain 
aspects of the performance are directly linked to the reality they 
are trying to experience or understand. This does not mean 
they expect unmediated access to the truth in question, but that 
the documents have something significant to offer. The promise 
of documentary at this level is to establish a link between the 
spectators’ quest and an absent but acknowledged reality. 
(2009: 9-10)  
 
The presence of the diary keeps the play in touch with Hector’s true story, 
which is the basis of the play, but without seeking to replicate it: the diary 
gives a weight to the performance that would be absent if it had no grounding 
in actual events. The diary and its real words are at the heart of the play, and 
its words remain real despite the poetic faction surrounding it.  
 By the end of the play, Hector’s diary is no longer in evidence. In fact, 
few documents are: not even an extract from Journey’s End is performed as 
this is, after all, Hector’s story, not Sherriff’s.28 In the final scene, Hector 
speaks from beyond the grave at his funeral, while those met in the 
recounting of his story look on. While this is obviously a moment I wrote with 
great care, it is also one that could not be real. But the poetic faction I sought 
seemed realized here: his words from beyond the grave were sufficiently 
linked with those from his life to give them the semblance of being accurate. It 
is in this moment, I believe, that the frame of the stage could be seen as “not 
a distancing of fiction from nonfiction, but as a melding of the two” (Martin, 
2010: 2). I had achieved my goal, certainly, and was pleased with the critical 
reaction (though this in no way proves it was an effective piece of 
storytelling). As The Lancashire Evening Post noted: “At the press night 
preview, a few hardened journalists were heard sniffling quietly into their 
sleeves” (Dirir, 2010: 1), and other reviews also suggested that this had been 																																																								
28 And Journey’s End links the audience to the world outside the theatre. 
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achieved: “Moving” proclaimed the Manchester Evening News (2010), which 
was topped by the LEP declaring, “Compelling and Moving” (2010), and 
“Powerful”, as the online reviewing website, The Public Reviews, put it 
(2010). 
The following July, the play played in Birmingham for two 
performances, on 22, 23 July, at the Old Joint Stock Theatre, and was 
selected to be part of the Cheshire Rural Touring Scheme, where it played on 
4 December at Mollington and Backford Village Hall to a sell-out audience. 
The play’s initial run at The Lowry was similarly sold out and the 
“NeverBeenSeen” scheme that it launched would produce dozens of new 
works since that night in September 2010. 
 Of final interest to me is the fact that the couple in the play, now 
separated by death, have their last moment together while King George VI 
can be heard on the radio in an extract taken from his post-war, BBC 
address, when he thanked his “Peoples for all they have done, not only for 
themselves but for mankind” (George VI, 1945). Ironically, the BBC does not 
allow this extract to be used outside of educational settings. Because of this 
restriction, I hired an actor to deliver the speech, duplicating King George’s 
unique speech patterns to such perfection that no one, to date, has 
commented. The play, then, ends with what is, essentially, a forged 
document, though one based on a documentary text. This evokes the work of 
Alecky Blythe, who has actors repeat lines as accurately as possible while 
those who really spoke them are played back on headphones. While she 
requires actors to repeat the lines as they were spoken, she also allows 
actors to speak lines from different ages, genders and races. In The Play 
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That Killed Me, we similarly brought King George’s words to life in the frame 
of the theatre. 
 Many of the issues faced in this production – the absence of a 
thorough historical archive, gaps in details in the timeline, and the reliance on 
just a few sources – would be even more prevalent in the next production. 
 
GOD WEPT AND THE DEVIL LAUGHED 
The second play in the trilogy follows the story of my two great-uncles – 
Lewis and Ken – who signed up underage shortly after their brother-in-law, 
Doug (married to my great aunt, Gin), was rescued from Dieppe. The play 
also focused on my other grandfather, Ron, who was a volunteer bomber pilot 
with the Royal Air Force during the war and was shot down on 15 February 
1944. He did not survive. The play was inspired by a short story my mother, 
Iris, had written, called Hungry Harvest in Wales (MacGregor-Bannerman, 
2005). The story was based on my mother’s recollection of being a girl when 
her “exciting” and recently de-mobbed uncles returned from the war. The tale 
involved the stealing a sheep to feed the heavily rationed, extended family. It 
also drew on the three months that my sister and I spent living with my 
grandmother in Wales in 1979. The visit included an extended road trip 
through North Wales with my two great-uncles and their wives. On that trip, 
both great-uncles would, at various times, tell me sudden and unexpected 
stories – sometimes quite unprovoked – about their time during the war. 
Other times, they would suddenly produce a photograph and recall events 
before and after it was taken. These powerful stories and images have 
remained with me and would serve as the foundation for the play. These 
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great-uncles had made small, comic, “cameo” appearances in The Play That 
Killed Me, as they had serendipitously seen Hector’s production of Journey’s 
End in the desert in 1942. While this second play was not strictly a sequel, 
their presence was intended to draw attention to the thematic coherence of 
the trilogy. Also, for me, it reinforced the subjective nature of such histories: 
two minor, comic characters in one play have a much more tragic and deeper 
history to tell about themselves. It also reflected something that was very real 
to me as a fourteen year old: here were my funny great-uncles, slipping me 
shandies behind my grandmother’s back and suddenly telling me stories 
about North Africa, more vivid and awful than any horror story. 
 But what are the ethics of such portrayals, and of using one’s family in 
plays in this way? As Carole-Anne Upton has argued, an ethical dimension is 
“both implicit and essential in any consideration of what it is that the theatre 
can do” (Upton, 2010: 1). For their answer to this, in Guantanamo (2004), 
Victoria Brittain and Gillian Slovo used the real words of detainees at the 
prison in an effort “to humanize the detainees by enabling audience 
identification” (Hesford, 2009: 54), but they did so with the detainees’ actual 
words. I was faced with a different dilemma, as I did not have my great-
uncles’ actual words. In the end I made a decision very similar to ice+fire in 
their production about journalists, On the Record (2011). As they put it, 
[we] were keenly aware of the ethical demands of including real 
people as characters in the play but we decided…that we 
wanted to go a step further in imaginatively recreating the 
stories of the characters onstage, concentrating more on 
capturing the essence of the people and their actions, rather 
than remaining too faithful to specific details. (Forsyth, 2014: 
216 – 217) 
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For me, the essence of Ken, Lewis and Doug was that they could be 
tricksters one moment and reliving a tragedy a moment later.29 Like ice+fire I 
decided to use “fictionalized truths,” or what I have been calling poetic faction, 
to create an “imaginative space around and within any expression and 
reception of testimony” (Forsyth, 2014: 11). In this space, the shandy-
sneaking, ice cream buying great-uncles could live alongside the three men 
who had faced awful traumas during the war. 
An added element of this play is that it is ultimately a story about the 
Holocaust. As Geoffrey Hartman notes in his book The Longest Shadow: In 
the Aftermath of the Holocaust, Claude Lanzmann believed there are some 
things that should not be represented and “what should not be represented 
remains a moral decision” (Hartman, 1996: 84). To write about the Holocaust, 
even from Ken’s perspective as a liberator, creates a demand on 
representation, “a demand for documentation, a demand for reflection on the 
formal limits of representation, and a demand for the risky public circulation of 
discourses on the events” (Rothberg, 2000: 7). As Amanda Fisher Stuart has 
also noted: “performance of testimony can be seen to intervene in the 
historical process, rather than simply ‘reflect’ it in representational form” 
(2008: 285). These are all very serious demands to manage. 
 The play was programmed to run at the Lowry Studio 14 – 17 July, 
2011, with two matinees, for a total of five performances. In the months 
before, as part of updating the company website, I decided that my plays 																																																								
29 One of my strongest memories was of driving bumper cars with Doug. There were some 
Saudi tourists driving as well and Doug kept hitting them with this strange look on his face. 
Afterwards, he bought me an ice cream and unprovoked told the awful story of almost having 
his throat slit in his sleep by a Libyan, but waking before it could happen. He did not wake in 
time to save four men in his tent from the same fate. One of the tourists had reminded him of 
that night and his rage had consumed him. 
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needed to be linked by more than their anti-war theme. As they were based 
on and inspired by true stories (as was the planned finale of the trilogy), I 
eventually decided to “coin” the term documentary theatre and put this up on 
our website, which included a manifesto of what the term meant to us: 
Our current theatre work continues Come As You Arts 
Northwest’s development of a strand of theatre we call 
Documentary Theatre. In Documentary Theatre, global events 
are told from the inside out, from the perspective of those who 
were there, on the ground, while history swirled around them 
and often tried to consume them. In Documentary Theatre, 
real dates and events are woven into characters’ lives to 
explore those events from an individual’s perspective. The 
growth of Documentary Theatre has been very exciting for the 
whole company and has triggered research into a future 
range of plays. (J. MacGregor: 1998) 
 
Of course, retrospectively, I now see that the play was part of the 
aforementioned “broken tradition” of theatre practice, where such 
developments are not always realised by practitioners until well after the fact. 
It is quite possible, as I was looking ahead to the third play about the current 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, that I was also responding to the mood of the 
times. As Paget notes: “The proliferation of documentary modes in a variety 
of media can be regarded as part of a cultural response to changed 
circumstances nationally and globally – a response in which distrust is the 
default position,” as a result of which “writers and artists turn more and more 
to witnesses to authenticate their truths” (2004: 235).  
 Another aspect of the play that was keeping it in line with recent 
practices of documentary theatre revolved around the set. In The Play That 
Killed Me, two boxes supplemented a rudimentary set, comprising a desk with 
some coloured cloth and a map behind it. The imagined space where the war 
would take place, and the Home Front where the repercussions of that war 
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were closely felt, would be created out of these few abstract pieces, allowing 
the play to move freely from Windsor, to Europe, and thence to Africa. This 
original set fed into the non-realist practices of Unity Theatre and Theatre 
Union (Chambers, 2009; Harker, 2009). But in the latest wave of tribunal 
theatre currently taking place in London, theatre companies now believed that 
sets “must be realistic” and “[t]he courtroom of an inquiry must look like a 
courtroom” (Paget, 2004: 234). In keeping with this idea, I had begun to 
realise that our sets should be more realistic as well. As a result, the war 
“furniture” in the second play was built out of sandbags and wartime fabrics 
were used to represent the various fronts where the fighting took place, whilst 
the home set featured a period dining-room table and chairs, replete with 
actual 1940s dinnerware. For me this focused on the “overlap and interplay 
between ‘theatre’ [the sandbags] and ‘reality’ [the period furniture], the blurred 
boundary between the stage and the ‘real world’” (Martin, 2013: 4). The 
contrast between the two is visually striking (see The Trilogy Book included 
with this dissertation as an appendix) but more importantly, there was a move 
towards making the set more real, as with the tribunal plays, but with the 
sandbags also highlighting the constructed nature of the set (and all sets for 
that matter). While Tricycle Tribunal plays have opted for verisimilitude, 
others, such as Alecky Blyth’s plays and Gregory Burke’s Black Watch, have 
not. But for my play, that merged space felt most appropriate to the content. 
 While the play is based on true stories, they were mainly drawn from 
memory and postmemory, rather than from documents. My grandfather’s 
diary had served as the physical document from which the first play sprung, 
intertwined with my father’s own recollections of that time. For God Wept and 
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the Devil Laughed, I was using not only my own memories of Ken and Lewis, 
but also those memories and postmemories of my mother, who was born in 
1939 and was six years old when my uncles returned in late 1945. As 
Favorini notes, there is a difference between using documents, despite their 
flaws, and drawing upon memory: 
Historians aim to capture the synchronicity of a past moment 
so that conditions and interpretation match, attempting to 
bridge temporal distance in a sort of intellectual leap. 
Rememberers encounter the past in a manner that is 
inescapably diachronic and relational, connecting past to 
present and bridging temporal distance via the stepping-
stones of a lived life. (2009: 152) 
 
Despite this difference, they are alike in that “both historians and memorialists 
construct narratives” (ibid: 152) and memory offers a counter-history, a 
“means to account for the power structures animating forgetting, oblivion, and 
erasure and thus to engage in acts of repair and redress” (Hirsch, 2012: 16). 
For the constructed narrative of God Wept and the Devil Laughed, the 
relationships between the individuals would be highlighted over the historical 
and traumatic events that the family witnessed during the war.  
The other important resource was Ken Burns’ The War (2007), which 
tells the story of American involvement in World War II from the perspective 
of men and women from four towns in America. What made that series 
relevant for me were three major connections with Ken and Lewis’ story. First, 
the documentary series had a strong focus on the Italian campaign, 
especially Monte Cassino. Secondly, the series had some strong personal 
stories about finding Concentration Camps that evoked the stories Ken had 
told both my mother and myself. And thirdly, Burns’ series was a rich source 
of stories from the families left behind during the war, which had also been 
Based On A True Story 
 
68 
the focus of my first two plays. All these stories, like my own research into this 
play, centred on memory and only occasionally used facts from official 
sources. 
Focusing on memory is particularly useful when concentrating on such 
apocalyptic world events. Ken and Lewis had, after all, not only been part of 
the army that fought against Rommel during the North African Campaign, 
when defeat was more likely than victory, but had also been part of the 
invasion of Sicily, the brutal four-month battle at Monte Cassino and, 
furthermore, had been part of the liberation of the Bergen Belsen 
Concentration Camp when little was known about the scope of the horrors 
within. As Favorini notes, such “traumatic suffering, particularly when 
associated with cataclysmic world events… is characteristically processed 
through an assortment of memorative activities and occasions frequently in 
conflict or contradiction” (2009: 151). This idea draws on Michael Rothberg’s 
work in Traumatic Realism: The Demands of Holocaust Representation, 
where he writes: 
When it comes to understanding an extreme historical event, the 
dilemmas of artists … are not fundamentally different from those 
of historians, literary critics, or the interested public. In 
confronting such a history, we all share the need to find an 
adequate form for narrating and understanding an extraordinary 
series of events. (2000: 7) 
 
He uses the term traumatic realism to describe texts that “search for a form of 
documentation beyond direct reference and coherent narrative but do not fully 
abandon the possibility for some kind of reference and some kind of 
narrative” (ibid: 101). Both Ken and Lewis had opened up, as mentioned, 
quite suddenly about such events. Sometimes it was after a pint at a pub, but 
at other times in more unexpected locations, such as when we were having 
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an ice cream on a pier. However, while records might disprove such 
memories (Domansky, 1997), they are still important in threading together the 
story of two very young men who went to war with their brother-in-law, and, 
crucially, in approaching the traumatic reality of liberating one of the Camps 
from a very personal stance. As Cole notes: 
Crimes against humanity require new means of redress, a 
mechanism that records hidden histories of atrocity, 
didactically promotes collective memory, and gives victims a 
place of respect, dignity and agency in the process. Such 
purposes are not well served by traditional jurisprudence. 
(2007: 171) 
 
This genocidal crime against humanity could be seen from Ken’s subjective 
experience, one which led him to believe that, in bearing witness to such a 
crime he was hearing God weep and, more horrifyingly for a young man, the 
Devil laugh (J. MacGregor, 2011a: 60). From the fragments of his trauma 
there was a narrative that I could find, but, as with the first play, I would need 
to use poetic faction to fill in the interstices between documents. 
To indicate to the audience that the play is based on memory and 
pursue the same sense of subjectivity as evoked in the previous one, I had it 
begin in a church, with Ken and Lewis going to confess to the stealing of the 
sheep in the fall of 1945. This takes place in 1995, which means that the play 
is going to cover a period of 56 years – a period of time very unusual for a 
play that sees itself as part of the documentary tradition. I was inspired to 
begin this way as a result of an event that occurred years later, when my 
mother was renovating the steps to my grandmother’s house in Wales, 
shortly after the latter had passed away. Some bones were found buried in 
the front yard and a crime scene investigation team had to come to confirm 
that they were not human (MacGregor-Bannerman). They were, of course, 
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the bones of the stolen sheep. I then decided to relocate the scene from a 
private space to a public one – in the play the bones are found on a hill after a 
storm – so that Ken and Lewis could go to confess their “sin” from many 
years before. This device allowed me to focus on personal memory rather 
than documentary evidence; so, unlike The Play That Killed Me, with Hector’s 
diary onstage to act as witness, God Wept and the Devil Laughed would be a 
play about memory and postmemory, with reminiscence and the perspective 
of time giving an added, interpretive depth to events.30 In addition, some 
events were altered, mainly as a result of necessity. As the actors could not 
reproduce Welsh accents, the setting was shifted to Pendle Hill, chosen for its 
historical associations with the founding of the Quakers and the Pendle Witch 
Trials. Once again, this was a violation of the understood convention in 
documentary theatre that it 
refrains from all invention; it takes authentic material and puts 
it on the stage, unaltered in content, editing in form… This 
critical selection, and the principles by which the montage of 
snippets of reality is effected, determines the quality of the 
documentary drama. (Weiss, 1971: 41) 
 
For God Wept and the Devil Laughed, there would be a great deal of 
invention. After all, not only were the original memories unavailable (except 
for my mother’s), but there was also my memory at play as well, further 
distancing me from the actual events. Interestingly, for me, this did not 
diminish the truth of the story: Monte Cassino was the most traumatic and 
awful battle in Western Europe during the war (Burns, 2007) and the 
liberation of Bergen Belsen was so horrific that Richard Dimbleby’s news 
report from the camp was originally rejected by the BBC for being hyperbolic 																																																								
30 This approach is similar to the work detailed in Pam Schweitzer’s Reminiscence Theatre: 
Making Theatre From Memories (2006). 
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and beyond belief (Dimbleby, 1945). This kind of invention is not uncommon 
in documentary theatre, but usually for political reasons rather than logistical 
or aesthetic ones. Eric Paice rewrote his play, The Rosenbergs (1953), 
because the Communist Party of which he was a member wanted him “to 
insist on their innocence. To his regret, he agreed” (Chambers, 2009: 45). 
Here I was part of a movement that was shifting from traditional documentary 
theatre towards Martin’s Theatre of the Real, which sees 
a shift in the pattern of understanding the representation of the 
real as necessarily involving verbatim and documentary 
sources to one that includes a variety of forms and methods 
and acknowledges a paradigm, a perspective, a subject, and 
the development of different methodologies. (2013: 4) 
 
Furthermore, this theatre’s focus “is more on performance, the meanings 
produced by the live works on stage, rather than the abundant and important 
dramatic literature composed of letters, diaries, court records, depositions, 
interviews, and histories” (Martin, 2013: 4).  
 As a result, God Wept and the Devil Laughed is more closely a 
representation of the story, rather than an attempt at mimetic recreation. As 
Bill Nichols notes, the film documentary actually works in terms of a 
“metaphysics of realism” rather than as realism per se (1991: 32), and uses 
four modes to achieve its aims: the expository, observational, interactive and 
reflexive. This style of composition simulates actual events rather than 
authentically recreating them, as though the audience were present at the 
actual event. As Paget affirms: “The distinctiveness of documentary theatre 
over and against other media’s ways of mixing drama and documentary lies 
in its characteristic modalities” (2009: 228). By mixing formats – the reading 
of actual letters, direct address, monologues, time cuts and jumps – the war 
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ends up accurately summarised from one family’s point of view even though, 
at times, it needs poetic faction in the interstitial spaces between memories in 
order to avoid the story being incomplete. God Wept and the Devil Laughed, 
more than the other two plays, serves to question a monolithic truth and 
replace it with a much more mediated one, eroded by the passage of time 
and by the lack of access to the original participants and their memories. The 
play suggests that views are always partial, always personal. For Ken, the 
reality of Bergen Belsen was that he woke up screaming from nightmares the 
rest of his life and the atrocity of the Holocaust was knowing what humans 
were capable of and witnessing it first-hand (J. MacGregor, 2010b: 60-61). 
Perhaps this second play is, then, harder to classify in terms of the 
documentary tradition. In his discussion of films like Shoah, Geoffrey Hartman 
says it may be that if they “are hard to classify, it is because they are often 
not conventional histories or fictions but supplement an oral tradition in 
danger of dying out” (1996: 9). While I would not compare my play to Shoah 
in terms of its importance, I think this second play always felt more difficult to 
pin down, perhaps because of the traumatic realism at its heart and the 
difficulties discussed in representing such.31 
 Finally, unlike the other two plays, God Wept and the Devil Laughed 
does not conclude so much as stop. For Ken and Lewis, the trauma they 
faced in battle and at Bergen Belsen was something they carried with them 
their whole lives. Lewis could not even visit Monte Cassino until more than 																																																								
31 I should note that it was not until reading Hartman (1996), Rothberg (2000) and Hirsch 
(2012) that I realized Ken’s story was a story of the Holocaust. I was so focused on him, on 
his narrative, that the play’s links with such a huge event were missed by me. It is only now 
that I realize that a lot of the issues I faced in writing and directing the play came from the 
many intractable problems around representation that researchers such as these have on 
writing about the Holocaust. 
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forty years had passed, and Ken never escaped his nightmares of Belsen 
(recounted by Iris MacGregor-Bannerman). The play concludes with the story 
of the sheep as they confess to having killed it many decades earlier. But this 
small resolution means that, in terms of larger historical events, the play has 
a more open ending, reminding the audience that the traumas these two men 
suffered and witnessed will never really leave them. After all, as Hartman 
says, “the events of 1933-1945 cannot be relegated to the past. They are not 
over” (1996: 2). The idea behind this kind of ending was also to let “real life in 
the door” for the audience (Megson, 2009: 207) and remind them that real life 
does not have the easy endings of drama or fiction. In that sense, it was the 
most true thing in the play and met one of Carol Martin’s criteria for this kind 
of theatre: 
At its best, documentary theatre complicates the idea of 
documentary and of the real, of a document, and even what it 
means to document; documentary theatre troubles our already 
troubled categories of truth, reality, fiction and acting. As a 
theoretical endeavour, documentary theatre can critique the 
ways in which we transmit information in theatrical settings. 
(2009: 88-89) 
 
I should note that this ending also met my anti-war agenda and what I wanted 
to say in this part of the trilogy. 
The play itself struggled to find its audience, selling only half its tickets. 
Part of the reason for that can be attributed to the fact that it clashed with the 
Manchester International Festival, but it might have also been connected with 
the content. Even the reviewers stayed away, apart from one. He noted:  
This is a play possessing plenty of light and shade, comedy and 
sorrow. Even though we take in the horrors of war and genocide, 
and the living that must inevitably take place afterwards, there 
are still some laughs and lighter moments along the way. The 
language often takes poetic flight and soars and there are a few 
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ethereal scenes where the fallen dead speak to the still living. 
(Kane, 2011a: 1) 
 
The play did, despite its lack of critical and audience response, win a 
Manchester Theatre Award for Best Studio Performance for the actor Matt 
Ganley, who played Ken from the age of fourteen through to his late 
seventies. I still think it strange, as a creator, that the most difficult play to 
write and mount, that few wanted to see, won such a prestigious award. 
 
THE LONELY CLOUDS OF GUERNICA 
The trilogy of soldier’s stories was always conceived to conclude in the 
present day, bringing the themes from the earlier two plays into contemporary 
times, to a Britain that was, after all, at war. Given the sensitivity of writing 
about a war that is on-going (and whose origins are still being disputed and 
evaluated), it became clear to me early on that The Lonely Clouds of 
Guernica would need to be even more methodically researched than its 
predecessors. While memory and the passage of time could be used to justify 
exaggeration and mask my own agency in the first two plays, despite the 
presence of authentic documentation within them, this could not be the case 
when dealing with the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan. However, the 
subjective nature of the story – telling it from one fictional character’s 
perspective – still allowed me to blend many perspectives about the war into 
the one singular narrative of the play. This would be done by having the lead 
character and former soldier, Ben, recount his story to a trauma counsellor, 
Dr Arlene Sorin, who is trying to help him overcome his Post Traumatic 
Stress Disorder, or PTSD. In addition, working with a medical condition such 
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as PTSD meant working with the latest psychological and medical information 
associated with that condition.  
 The play was scheduled to run at The Lowry Studio, 10 – 12 
November 2011, so that the two performances on the Friday would occur on 
Remembrance Day. The sources for the play would primarily come from 
several places: Ethan Baron, a one-time war correspondent for the 
Vancouver Province newspaper and the Pacific Newspaper Group, and now 
Journalism Professor at Langara College. He went to Afghanistan for three 
tours and wrote a considerable amount about the violence there (Baron, 2008 
and 2012) while also taking amazingly candid photographs (Baron, 2009); the 
writing of Sergeant Mark McGwire, who corresponded online with Peter King 
of Time/Warner (McGwire, 2011); and Ruth Flanagan, who undertakes 
Trauma Counselling throughout the United Kingdom. Newspaper and 
magazine stories would also be sourced, as would medical information on 
PTSD. Of all the plays, it would have the most documents as sources, even 
though it was the only one that would have purely fictional characters, with 
the exception of Pablo Picasso and William Wordsworth, which would make it 
very unusual for something claiming to be documentary theatre. 
 The play also involved working more closely with a living subject. As 
Amanda Stuart Fisher notes in her discussion of how applied theatre 
practitioners work with a pre-existing community (even though it was a 
community of one in Ethan), I was coming to the story of the war as an 
outsider (2010: 247). I was in the complex position of getting Ethan to move 
beyond opinion and engage in a creative process that would enable him to 
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“consciously critique the situation” (Fisher, 2005: 251). Fortunately, enough 
time had passed that he was, in my opinion, able to do so. 
 Beyond Ethan’s reporting, the most important real event in the play did 
not take place in either Iraq or Afghanistan. It is this event, nonetheless, that 
led to the play’s title, The Lonely Clouds of Guernica. On 5 February 2003, 
the replica of Pablo Picasso’s anti-war masterpiece that hangs outside the 
United Nations’ Security Council was covered by a blue tapestry (Cohen, 
2003; Kennedy, 2003; Walsh, 2003; and Winkler, 2003). This was done so 
that the dead baby and solider, as well as the slaughtered horse in the 
painting, would not be visible over the shoulder of the then United States 
Secretary of State, Colin Powell, when he took questions from the press 
about the need to go to war in Iraq. This event was covered very little in the 
United States and the United Kingdom, though both right-wing (Winkler, 
2003) and left-wing (Walsh, 2003) online journalists agree that the act was 
highly symbolic, as did The Guardian (Kennedy, 2003) which, along with 
Canada Toronto Star (2003) were the only major western outlets to even 
write about the event. As Highberg notes, “[t]he strongest documentary 
theatre…challenges dominant truths and reminds viewers that what we think 
we know may not be everything that can be known” (2009: 168). In this case, 
it was a relatively little known fact that the painting was being covered; 
perhaps because it was not on the television news and the issue did not 
therefore garner attention from the public.32 
The principal question in the play would be to address this real event: 
would anything about either war have been different had the painting been 																																																								
32 The covering of the painting was well known by activists which is why numerous placards 
reproducing parts of Guernica would be seen an anti-war marches over the next few years.  
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allowed to speak, to be seen, when it was needed most (J. MacGregor, 
2011b)? As a result of this question, a three-quarter-size replica (given the 
original’s massive dimensions) of the painting would hang at the back of the 
stage as, perhaps, the play’s major document.33 Like Journey’s End and 
Henry V in the first two plays, Picasso’s work would also draw attention to the 
world, and its art, beyond the theatre. To support his document, Picasso’s 
words were also included in the play, with every line of his being taken from 
things that he had said (or written) in real life. These quotations would, of 
course, come from dozens of sources. Picasso, then, was allowed to express 
his own views, especially about his painting. Like Alecky Blythe, I refused to 
edit these sayings (as Picasso called them) into dialogue. 34 Having his 
words, like his painting, on stage was important as a link to the long line of 
anti-war and pacifist art not present in the theatre. 
 In addition to this real event, a real photograph of a soldier at a funeral 
in Afghanistan would provide the central image of the play. In the photograph, 
a soldier has a tattoo on his neck that reads: “God Forgive Me” (Appendix: 
The Trilogy Book). The image would become the poster and an exhibit of 
other photographs taken by Ethan Baron that would line the hallway leading 
into the theatre. These sources and documents were being edited together to 
tell the story of the war in Afghanistan and Iraq and its impact not only on 
soldiers, but also on their families before and after they returned home. The 
play would, as a result, meet Paget’s requirements for documentary theatre: it 																																																								
33 A photograph is included in the Appendix: The Trilogy Book 
34 As Picasso’s sayings were generally quite short, I consider them to be fragments of 
verbatim speech rather than a whole. This was something Picasso believed as well. He 
thought all his sayings, or fragments, could be added up to become a speech in which he told 
the truth. Ambitious as it was, I was seeking to write this speech for the play. 
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would reassess an international event; it would celebrate the often 
marginalized story of front-line soldiers; it would investigate the treatment of 
soldiers when they returned and the support they received; it would 
disseminate information about the reality of the war and the true story of 
Guernica being covered; and it would be “open in its attempt to persuade” 
(Paget, 2009: 228). But it would do so while containing much poetic faction. 
 But the final documents that would tie the play together in terms of 
context would be the verbatim letters home from Rifleman Cyrus Thatcher, 
which included a final letter to his mother to be read in the event of his death 
(Judd and Thatcher, 2009). In this sense, all of the other elements of this 
piece of documentary theatre – the persuading, the dissemination, the 
celebration, the reassessment and the investigation – were there to give 
context to five letters home, four by Rifleman Thatcher and one by 
Guardsman Neil Downes, who also wrote a letter to be read in the event of 
his death (Bunyan and Downes, 2007). These five verbatim monologues 
would stand within a play that did not itself meet the definition of verbatim 
theatre. While other plays, such as I’ve got something to show you,35 did not 
include its dead protagonist out of respect, I decided to contact both families 
to ask their permission and to dedicate the play to their sons. I explained that 
the two soldiers would be amalgamated into one character, named George, 
for the purpose of the narrative, but neither family was troubled by that 
decision as both had put the letters in the public domain to disseminate the 
truth of soldiers’ lives in the field. They were more concerned with sharing 
																																																								
35 Title in lowercase as per the author’s wishes. 
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their respective sons’ perspectives with as wide an audience as possible, so 
the people not at war could know what soldiers were really going through.  
The perspective I gained from the wishes of these families was the 
culmination of my interpretation of documentary theatre, not one tied to 
transcripts or other documents, but one in which what is going on is made 
more real to an audience from one or more subject’s actual perspective. Of 
course, this still might make the plays more a part of Martin’s theatre of the 
real than documentary theatre as “theatre of the real does not necessarily 
document the real with complete historiographic accuracy…The result is not 
the truth, but a truth, that many times conflicts with other narratives” (2013: 
10).  
To facilitate the family’s request, before the play began, an 
announcement told the audience that all the represented events set in Iraq 
and Afghanistan had happened and that the letters included were from “fallen 
British servicemen” (J. MacGregor, 2011b). This did raise ethical questions, 
especially as Neil and Colin were being amalgamated into one character. As 
Mary Luckhurst has noted, these issues also extend to those portraying these 
individuals: “actors playing real people find themselves subject to specific 
forms of ethical stress that they do not suffer from when playing fictional 
characters” (with T. Cantrell, 2010: 135). And combining two real soldiers into 
one, also presented difficulties for the actors “playing real individuals on 
stage,” especially when, in the case of the George character, “speaking a text 
created solely from those individuals’ own words” (Cantrell, 2013: 1). But, 
beyond this, it also presented ethical challenges as it hid the writer positioning 
these documents and ignored the existence of the poetic faction that knitted 
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these verbatim documents together. Like the situation Megan Dodds found 
herself in while playing Rachel Corrie, the dead American activist whose 
family attended a performance (Cantrell, 2013: 86), this was compounded by 
knowing that Colin Thatcher’s grandparents were coming to see the play as 
well, adding to my sense of responsibility.36 But I felt it more important for the 
audience to know about the origin of these letters as it meant “the playwright 
as a single individual is displaced or even replaced by an assemblage of 
selected verbatim texts that are also often collectively devised” (Martin, 2010: 
3). While I am proud of the poetic faction that permeates my writing, I am well 
aware that I could never have written those five letters for the play. Despite 
the ethical issues raised by announcing their authenticity, I thought it 
essential for the audience to know that the situations and letters from the 
warzone were not my own.37 
In looking at other plays set in Iraq and Afghanistan, it is interesting to 
see the number of blended traditions being used by different creators facing 
these wars. While Steven Gilroy’s Motherland (2009) is entirely verbatim, 
Judith Thompson’s Palace at the End (2006) mixes real and fictional stories, 
as does the aforementioned Black Watch (2006). Called to Account (2007) is 
a tribunal play, and The Great Game: Afghanistan (2009) uses historical 
background and verbatim material. Perhaps the conflict, started with so much 
																																																								
36 Interesting, the actor playing George believed it was just another part and did not feel that 
sense of responsibility, the complete opposite of how Joseph Mydell felt playing Robert 
Mugabe when he “ended up being [in] a kind of state of possession” (Cantrell and Luckhurst, 
2010: 122). 
37 The question of ethics could take up the entirety of this commentary. Portraying soldiers in 
harm’s way also intersects with the issues Jacqueline O’Connor outlines in American trial 
plays (2013) and with those raised by Yael Farber (2008) in relation to testimonial plays in 
South Africa. 
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misdirection by politicians, benefits from such varied treatments, each one 
attempting to make some sort of sense out of the events in its own way. 
Despite my divergence from the documentary theatre tradition in the 
play’s use of poetic faction, I believe it would still comply with Emily Mann’s 
preferred term for such plays; namely, being part of a “theatre of testimony” 
(Dawson, 1999: xiv). This is so regardless of the fact that I put real letters into 
the hands of fictional characters. Certainly, the play’s best review placed it in 
the context of other plays about these wars: 
This is a very different play to, say, either Motherland by Steve 
Gilroy or Judith Thompson’s Palace of the End, two plays that 
also dealt with the conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq, but it 
deserves to be mentioned in the same breath as them. It’s that 
good. (Kane, 2011b: 1) 
 
The play went on to the Old Joint Stock theatre the following week, but, like 
God Wept and the Devil Laughed, it also struggled to find its audience and 
only the visit of two schools kept the box office at the sixty per cent threshold 
the Lowry seeks from productions. Interestingly, a London-based producer 
saw the Birmingham performance in 2012 and began raising funds to put it on 
in the West End. Apparently he is still fundraising these four years later. 
 
CONCLUSION: THE TRILOGY 
Having discussed the component parts of my practice – the three pieces of 
new theatre – I now return to the question of the way that the plays in the 
trilogy, which are of course original in their own right, make a contribution to 
knowledge by extending and helping us to rethink the boundaries of current 
notions of documentary theatre and, beyond that, raising the question of what 
we think such work is doing, regardless of the nomenclature we use. While 
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none of the plays can be described as tribunal, testimonial, or verbatim, it is in 
the emergence of a theatre of the real out of the tradition of documentary 
theatre that the trilogy can, I would argue, be seen as striking out on a new 
path and thus contributing to a new theatrical tradition. As Martin notes,  
“theatre of the real breaks away from the conservative and conventional 
dramaturgy of realism that was so much a part of documentary theatre in the 
late twentieth century” (2010: 1). For the most part, from an early to mid-
twentieth-century point of view, the trilogy does not qualify as documentary 
theatre. But in the twenty-first century, there have been more and more 
practitioners – Burke, ice+fire, Thompson, Hare and others discussed earlier 
– who have been using fictionalised truths, or what I have called poetic 
faction, to extend the documentary form. 
 In addition, it is important to consider the origins of my trilogy, A Slow 
Dance with Death. There is no question in my mind that, without the diary 
(The Play That Killed Me), the short story and the many stories told to me by 
Ken, Lewis and Doug (God Wept and the Devil Laughed), and the five letters 
of the fallen servicemen and photographs of Ethan Baron (Lonely Clouds of 
Guernica), none of the plays would ever have been written. In that sense, 
they grew out of the fertile soil of those documents, which is why all are 
featured so prominently in each play. But it is also true that much imaginative 
spadework had also to be undertaken to fully realize each of these stories 
and fulfil my goal of making a theatrically exciting and well-written anti-war 
trilogy. And in that shifting from one to the other, fact to fiction, probing the 
limits of documentary and helping shape a forward-looking, more inclusive 
theatre of the real by combining a unique palate of techniques, lies the 
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trilogy’s contribution to this still developing theatrical tradition. With each play, 
I have attempted to break free of the restrictive definitions of documentary 
theatre without, I hope, abandoning what makes it distinctive and appealing. 
By looking at how variously it has been interpreted by its practitioners, a more 
flexible definition can be crafted that allows documents to exist in harmony 
with a more poetic tradition and avoid a mere recitation of facts in favour of a 
theatre that emerges from the real without forsaking the lyrical. 
As Alison Forsyth notes in the introduction to The Methuen Drama 
Anthology of Testimonial Plays, “theatre consciously engages its many 
performative and creative tools when utilizing testimony, in order to move us 
beyond a merely fact-bearing exercise” (2014: 1-2). My trilogy was never 
meant to be a fact-bearing exercise: it was meant to give voice to unknown 
stories and perspectives within the public forum of the theatre, using all its 
performative and creative tools and the best language I could muster. What is 
also true of the trilogy is that in its specific combination of different elements – 
written documents, verbatim techniques, memory and postmemory, historical 
texts, fictional works existing outside the plays, and, perhaps most 
importantly, its powerful, poetic, lyrical language – it extends the remit of 
documentary theatre; in short, it is more comfortably part of that more 
embracing and less contentious term, a theatre of the real. 
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A stage. A desk. A chair. Two crates 
suitable for sitting on. A map of 
Africa on a stand.
And a sandbox, 54 inches, by 18, by 
6.
Hector enters holding a red book. 
HECTOR
The bullets came from everywhere. Raining down from above, 
delivered by Junkers that screamed through the skies like 
Banshees delivering metal death. Men were crying out 
orders, shouting. Rommel was coming. Again. They talked a 
lot about Rommel. They feared him. Even after a defeat he’d 
come after them again. And again. You could see the 
weariness in their eyes. The exhaustion. They were haunted, 
scarred. Rommel was a man, living, breathing, but his 
Africa Corps had become the stuff of nightmares. Always 
coming, closing in, a relentless beast. And as in any 
nightmare, you know the beast will catch you. You just 
don’t know when.
(He points at the map, west 
of Cairo)
We were here when the attack came. They ordered us to Alam 
El Halfa to regroup. It was to be our last stand. Alam El 
Halfa. The middle of nowhere. Have you ever been to 
nowhere? It’s a state of mind and the army had it. Even me. 
And what was I doing when the Junkers came, in the middle 
of the desert, the middle of nowhere, when the nightmare 
beast appeared and the bullets rained down? Rehearsing a 
play.
Hector goes over to the sandbox.
HECTOR
I built this for my son. When he was three. That would be 
early 1939, just before the war. We were in Windsor. I’d 
left Edinburgh in ‘27, eighteen and dreaming of the stage. 
That’s where I first met Charles.
Charles enters. Dashing, exuberant.
CHARLES
Ta-da! Charles Cameron at your service.
HECTOR
Hector MacGregor's at yours.
CHARLES
A Scotsman? Finally, I’ve found someone to drink with! Down 
here, they’re a bit reserved. Truth is, I could murder a 
pint about now.
HECTOR
It’s not even lunchtime!
CHARLES
That late? What brought you here?
HECTOR
My parents were actors. My father and mother both.
CHARLES
Ah, that makes your family a bit better than thieves and a 
just a wee bit worse than lawyers.
HECTOR
“First thing we do, let’s kill all the lawyers.”
CHARLES
“Nay, that I mean to do. Is not this a lamentable thing, 
that of the skin of an innocent lamb should be made 
parchment?” You have a sense of humour too. Perfect. I’m 
afraid you’re stuck with me now.
HECTOR
(to us)
And I was stuck with him! But I didn’t mind it one bit. I 
must confess that I had a bit of a temper but Charles kept 
it in check. What a laugh we had those two years on and off 
the stage!
CHARLES
(dramatically)
“To be or not to be, that is the question!”
HECTOR
He had confidence. If he was Hamlet, I was his best friend, 
Horatio, the one who lived to tell his tale.
CHARLES
“Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer / The slings and 
arrows of outrageous fortune -”
HECTOR
(cutting him off)
“Or to take arms against a sea of troubles / And by 
opposing end them.”
Charles looks at Hector ruefully.
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HECTOR
He was there. In the desert, outside Alam El Halfa, when 
the Beast came for us. But by then, I was Hamlet and he, my 
Horatio.
(Starting to dance)
But in 1930, that seemed an age away!
Charles joins in the dancing.
HECTOR
We toured Berlin and Paris. The money came and went but we 
didn’t care. We had no responsibility. Our ambition was to 
take the world! We were touring a new play, “Rope,” and it 
was the best role I’d yet had.
CHARLES
That was spot on tonight!
HECTOR
It’s the words!
CHARLES
The world is ours! Nothing can stop us!
HECTOR
(to us)
We’d returned to Windsor to put the play on there. And it 
was then, that I first saw her.
Peg enters with her friend Elizabeth. 
HECTOR
I had never been much of a romantic. And as embarrassing as 
it is to admit, the truth was I could barely remember the 
faces of my liaisons. I had too much ambition to settle 
down, or even consider it. And then -
CHARLES
Liz! There you are. Lizzy, this is my best friend, Hector 
MacGregor.
Elizabeth
Pleasure, Charles speaks of you all the time. 
HECTOR
Oh, that could be a bit embarrassing! 
ELIZABETH
Don’t worry, I’m convinced he leaves out the truly 
juicy...details.
CHARLES
Details? That’s a nice word for it.
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ELIZABETH
This is my friend Peg, she’s joining us at the theatre, in 
the office.
HECTOR
A pleasure.
PEG
You’re too kind.
HECTOR
So you’re joining us at the theatre? Whatever for?
PEG
It’s why I moved here from Bury: I just love it so.
HECTOR
Anything in particular?
PEG
When the lights go down. There’s a moment when everyone is 
gathered there in the dark; there’s this most amazing 
moment of anticipation. I almost can’t breath it’s so 
exciting.
HECTOR
(to us)
I’d forgotten that feeling to be honest. Our producer was a 
bore and I’d started to hate going in when he was there. 
But hearing that -
(to her)
And when the lights come up?
PEG
It’s like going on holiday.
HECTOR
I suppose it is.
ELIZABETH
Oh you two. Let’s have some fun!
CHARLES
Drinks?
PEG
Pink gin, please.
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CHARLES
And Hector’s always a pint!
HECTOR
(to us)
Maybe it’s because we worked together that I held back. 
Maybe it was because I had no idea what I was feeling, 
never having felt it. Maybe it was fear. To love someone 
like that...to know you would never be the same.
Peg rises as  Charles and Elizabeth 
exit. She mimes household duties.
HECTOR
After that, I could picture her at home, doing everyday 
things. I could see the elegance she would bring to each 
activity. Her beauty unable to be hidden beneath the 
routine of the everyday. What a girl! But - I’ll have to 
change for her. Less trips to the pub. Time to take things 
more seriously. Be more responsible. Suddenly I have a 
future! I’d never really thought about the future before. I 
didn’t know it was so - large. And unknown. Aye, an unknown 
country. Shakespeare was right about that.
PEG
An actor! My family will be scandalized. And his father and 
mother too! It doesn’t matter they were on Broadway. I’ll 
have some accounting to do. Still...the way he looks at me. 
I’ve thought of myself as Fair. Pretty at best, I think. 
But when he looks at me: I’m beautiful. Isn’t that a funny 
thing? And he doesn’t know I’ve seen him on stage. He’s 
quite good, to be honest. I’d never tell him that. It would 
be too awkward. But when he takes on a role, he disappears 
but - he’s still there too. It’s hard to explain but - oh 
my, I am in trouble. I’ll be disowned. Still, the heart 
wants what it wants.
Peg exits as Hector picks up the red 
book.
HECTOR
My diary.
(reading)
This being December 30th, 1930, perhaps it would be as well 
to carry forward a few notes from the year. From a monetary 
point of view it has been rather drastic, nearly 60 
straight weeks in work yet well out of pocket - granted a 
good deal was wasted - 
(to us)
I blame Charles for that!
(reading)
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But now - well, apart from money this has been an eventful 
year. It is during this year that the most wonderful thing, 
(or rather the biggest step to the most wonderful thing in 
a man’s life) was taken too. The step, was to realize after 
a few months of friendship that I had found a character 
opposite to mine yet so suitable to my own character, and 
so things took their course, and I -
Hector rises and is joined by Peg.
PEG
Thank you for a lovely evening. I didn’t attend the theatre 
as much as I would like at home. My father thought theatre 
people were unseemly.
HECTOR
Some are! Charles says that theatre people are the best and 
worst that he has ever met. Not many in the middle, I’m 
afraid.
PEG
My father must have met the latter.
HECTOR
Peg, there’s something I’ve been wanting to ask all night.
PEG
Oh, I see. Do you?
HECTOR
The ambition I came here with and which nearly died through 
work, has been aroused.
PEG
It has? Oh, right.
HECTOR
I would have worked my fingers to the bone to stay out the 
year had I known what was going to happen this night, 
November 27th.
PEG
What’s that?
He gets on one knee and pulls out a 
ring. Peg is shocked but, her heart 
answers for her. Yes. She embraces 
him. After a moment, she gives him a 
surreptitious kiss on the cheek and 
exits. He returns to the diary.
HECTOR
(reading)
My determination has been keyed up to concert pitch, I 
SHALL succeed if the fates are kind. 
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My near future is not so rosy - unemployment all around me 
but still ‘there is always work for the right people.’ 
Again, an extra incentive - what a goal I have in view! - I 
hope in three years time...
(he cannot finish)
So now I enter 1931, having ‘hitched my wagon to a star.’
He goes over to the sandbox. 
HECTOR
Which leads me back to sand.
(playing with the sand)
So we had this sandbox in Windsor.  On sunny days, it felt 
smooth and magical as it ran through my fingers. I used to 
take a handful and let it fall back to the earth, like an 
hourglass. I’d pretend I could count the grains. Did you 
know each one is a tiny work of art? This is from the 
Northern Sahara. The surface is pitted and frosted from the 
constant collision of one against the other. If you really 
try, you can see a faint red glow from iron that 
precipitates from the atmosphere and coats the grains. 
There are over six billion grains in this box. One for each 
person. But, I wonder: how does one grain end up beside 
another? What are the odds? What’s the equation for that? 
See - why do we meet who we do? Why not another grain? And 
why do some of these grains have ill will to others? Why do 
they scheme to dominate or destroy grains they have never 
met? Why are some evil? When you pour it, it’s hard not to 
see the Hand of Fate scattering each grain to its destined 
spot. And what is the Hand of Fate but the Hand of God, 
however you perceive God to be? God’s Hand, pouring us, 
scattering us, bringing us together in unexpected ways. A 
storm was looming. Was God’s Hand in that?
Charles enters with Elizabeth.
CHARLES
Hector! There you are!
ELIZABETH
We’ve got the most amazing news.
HECTOR
Go on.
CHARLES
I took out a lease on the theatre!
HECTOR
What?
ELIZABETH
The old one expired and it wasn’t renewed.
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CHARLES
I took all my savings and leased it for the year. How would 
you like to be the Artistic Director of the Windsor 
Repertory Theatre?
Peg enters, smiling. 
HECTOR
(to us)
What could I say? My ambition knew no bounds.
(to them)
Of course! I mean, yes!
They celebrate. Hector goes to Peg 
and hugs her. They begin moving 
crates and miming.
HECTOR
The next years were hectic. Running the theatre. Taking 
reservations. Stoking the bar. Keeping the toilets clean. 
Then there were the shows. “Rope” again -
CHARLES
(in character)
“Now the fun begins.”
HECTOR
Wilde.
CHARLES
(as Algernon)
“The very essence of romance is uncertainty. If ever I get 
married, I’ll certainly try to forget the fact.”
HECTOR
(as Jack)
“I have no doubt about that, dear Algy. The Divorce Court 
was specially invented for people whose memories are so 
curiously constituted.”
They are at a wedding: Hector and 
Peg’s.
HECTOR
We got married in the middle of this madness! The theatre 
was making money and I’d finally saved enough.
CHARLES
Congratulations! Lizzy and I will be next.
ELIZABETH
If you ever propose.
CHARLES
Didn’t I just?
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PEG
Thank you, for being here, Lizzy. I’ll be there for you. 
He’s mad for you.
ELIZABETH
I know. But if nothing ever changes, that’s well enough for 
me.
HECTOR
But Charles did propose.
They change places.
HECTOR
I told you that you were next!
CHARLES
You know me too well!
They all dance together.
PEG
I still remember the dancing, on and on into the night at 
both weddings.
ELIZABETH
It was like there was no outside world, just the four of 
us, laughing and dancing.
CHARLES
And putting on shows!
HECTOR
We’d take turns as the leading men. 
CHARLES
We’d take our bows stage right instead of dead centre.
HECTOR
That way we could race around to the lobby after the 
curtain fell and tell the patrons about the next show.
CHARLES
Thank you for coming.
HECTOR
Thank you for coming.
CHARLES
We’re doing Shakespeare next.
HECTOR
“Now is the winter of our discontent.”
They stop.
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PEG
And it was. The news from Europe was atrocious. War clouds 
were looming. I was pregnant in 1936. I should have been so 
happy. But Hitler ordered troops in the Rhineland in March, 
breaking the Treaty of Versailles. 
ELIZABETH
It was hard not to see what was coming. We could focus on 
our lives, but history was moving on without us. Fate had 
set us on a path. 
PEG
But I couldn’t share that with Hector. He’d have worried to 
know what was on my mind.
HECTOR
Italy, Austria and Hungary signed the Pact of Rome that 
March. Hard not to know what that meant: allies. Allies 
against who? Us?
CHARLES
Did you see this? It’s bad.
HECTOR
Don’t mention it to Peg, I don’t want her worried about 
these things. Not with a child on the way in November.
CHARLES
Of course not! I wouldn’t dream of it.
(to us)
I couldn’t mention it to Lizzy either. In May, Italy 
invaded Ethiopia. Africa seemed so far away. I never 
thought I’d ever see it. But Fate had other plans.
ELIZABETH
I knew Charles didn’t want to talk about these things. He 
was worried about me, trying to be strong for me. I had to 
let him. Men are like that. But if war came...
PEG
Lizzy and I knew they’d do their part. And when you love a 
man for being like that - strong, fearless - you know that 
you won’t be able to ask them not to go. It would be like 
asking them not to be themselves.
They go back to their business.
HECTOR
(to us)
By the end of the year, I had other things to worry about.
10
(to Peg)
Peg! I’m home. Rehearsals don’t start for an hour.
PEG
Let me get you some tea.
HECTOR
Not so fast. Give us a kiss.
They embrace. Peg suddenly pulls 
away.
PEG
Hector! It’s time!
They rush off stage. The sound of a 
child crying can be heard. Charles 
and Lizzy pace the stage as Hector 
enters.
HECTOR
It’s a boy. We’re calling him Barry, for my grandfather.
CHARLES
Well done! Well done!
ELIZABETH
Can we see them?
HECTOR
Of course.
(they exit)
I thought I had changed when I met Peg. Become more 
ambitious. But seeing him? Those eyes? I only met this 
child today and my life will never be the same. There isn’t 
anything I wouldn’t do for him. Anything.
The lights drop.
CHAMBERLAIN ON THE RADIO
I am speaking to you from the Cabinet Room at Number 10 
Downing Street. This morning the British Ambassador in 
Berlin handed the German Government a final Note stating 
that, unless we heard from them by 11 o’clock that they 
were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland, 
a state of war would exist between us. I have to tell you 
now that no such undertaking has been received, and that 
consequently, this country is at war with Germany.
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The lights come up. Charles is with 
Lizzy, Hector with Peg.
HECTOR
And you know how the fuses work?
PEG
We’ve gone over this.
HECTOR
And the milk - it comes on Tuesday.
PEG
Hector, I’m the one that takes in the milk when you’re 
here.
HECTOR
And you’ll remind him, everyday -
PEG
Everyday. His father loves him.
ELIZABETH
Why Africa?
CHARLES
Kinshasa is safe. The troops take their leave there. The 
War Office wants us to put on plays for them.
PEG
Africa! It’s so far.
HECTOR
I hear Nairobi is wonderful. Pity Charles will be in 
Kinshasa. Have to train a whole new troupe.
PEG
Hector, I - you will be careful, won’t you?
HECTOR
We’re nowhere near the enemy. Apparently I’ll only put on 
my uniform once a week to pick up my pay. The rest of the 
time, it will be just like being at Windsor. But without 
you, I’m afraid.
ELIZABETH
Don’t do anything stupid.
CHARLES
You know me!
ELIZABETH
That’s why I don’t want you doing anything rash.
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Both couples kiss, their farewells 
silent: all the words have been said. 
Elizabeth and Peg exit.
CHARLES
So, off to Africa!
HECTOR
A great adventure.
CHARLES
Of course, it would be better if -
HECTOR
Yes. But they can’t.
CHARLES
No. I suppose not.
HECTOR
What do you think the future holds? 
CHARLES
Lots of shows I’d guess. Matinees and evenings, six nights 
a week I’m told.
HECTOR
No, I mean - the sandbox I built for Barry. I look at all 
that sand...Why have we ended up here? What’s the plan?
CHARLES
Fate doesn’t have one I’m afraid.
HECTOR
See, I’m afraid it does.
Gulls cry overhead. Charles and 
Hector walk a bit. A train whistle 
blows.
CHARLES
So this is it. I’m to Kinshasa.
HECTOR
I’m to Nairobi.
CHARLES
I will miss your poor acting.
HECTOR
And I your over the top performing.
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CHARLES
Be careful.
HECTOR
You too.
Charles exits.
HECTOR
And there I was. Alone from all I loved. An officer who 
only put on his uniform once a week to collect his pay. The 
shows were fun. The soldiers really needed to let go. 
Standing ovations were the norm. I should have been having 
a blast!
Peg enters, rocking a bundled child.
HECTOR
But I could only think of them.
PEG
Hush, little baby, don’t you cry.
(she continues on, humming)
HECTOR
I should be there. It wasn’t natural what was happening. So 
I took relief where I could find it. In a bottle.
He toasts himself before throwing 
back the whole glass.
HECTOR
Waiter! Another please.
Two soldiers enter, Lewis and Ken. 
The first a Sergeant, the other a 
Corporal.
LEWIS
Sir?
HECTOR
Yes, Sergeant?
LEWIS
We saw the play tonight. Frightfully good. Me and my 
brother were wondering if we could buy you a drink.
HECTOR
(to us)
I had one coming, but how could I refuse? 
(to them)
Please, join me.
KEN
Thank you, sir. On me, sir.
14
LEWIS
Three more, please.
HECTOR
I’m glad you enjoyed the show. Here on leave?
LEWIS
Yes, sir. It’s nice to get away. From the front I mean. 
Nasty business up there. What with the Desert Fox chasing 
us.
KEN
We’ve crossed half the bloody desert already.
(clears his throat)
Begging your pardon, sir.
LEWIS
The play cheered us up immensely. I’ve seen all the Henrys 
back in London. That was particularly good. Worthy of the 
West End.
HECTOR
That’s very kind of you. Really.
KEN
I’d never seen it. It sure was something! And that battle! 
I’ll have to check out more of that Shakespeare after the 
War. Nice to think a couple hundred could defeat so many. 
Doesn’t feel that way these days. Inspiring, you might say. 
LEWIS
Cheers, sir.
(swigging)
Well, we must be off.
HECTOR
Don’t go. I’d love to chat more.
LEWIS
Sorry, sir, we’re overdue. Don’t want to lose the stripes 
again.
They salute and depart. Hector looks 
at his drink.
HECTOR
At least they left you.
He throws it back. Peg enters to hang 
the laundry. Elizabeth does the same.
PEG
He sends letters most weeks. He always sounds brave. But 
the news says otherwise. Africa was not going well. It had 
been all right through thirty-nine and forty. But then, in 
forty-one, Rommel took command. 
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ELIZABETH
The papers were careful of course. Morale was low enough 
with all Europe gone and the Blitz hitting us hard at home. 
Whenever you thought things were going well, news would 
come: Rommel had attacked.
PEG
And then he’d do it again. Always too soon to set up 
fortifications. The papers talked about our heroism and 
sacrifice. But there was no question, the Africa Campaign 
was very much up in the air. If Rommel won, Hector would be 
cut off.
ELIZABETH
He attacked at will.
PEG
He took Benghazi.
ELIZABETH
Then Gazala.
PEG
Then he surrounded Tobruk.
ELIZABETH
And took Bardia, securing all of Libya.
HECTOR
I was in this bar when word came: Tobruk had fallen after 
240 days. They were above us, cutting us off, you could 
feel it in the air. All the Scotch in the world couldn’t 
hide what was happening.
Charles enters with his own glass.
CHARLES
There were some successes. We recaptured Gazala and Tobruk 
but not for long. Rommel came back. He started cutting the 
army off and to avoid being encircled, the 8th Army 
retreated.
HECTOR
The Gazala Gallop they called it, to Tobruk, which soon 
fell again.
PEG
Rommel appeared to be poised to deliver a crippling blow to 
our troops by conquering Egypt. 
ELIZABETH
The Allies feared Rommel would then speed northeastward to 
conquer the oil fields of the Middle East and then join the 
German forces besieging the Caucasian oil fields.
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HECTOR
It was all about oil.
CHARLES
Oil to make the Panzers go.
ELIZABETH
Oil to fuel the war.
Charles exits. Elizabeth follows.
HECTOR
But most of the time, I thought about her. At home. Look at 
her. Do you see the grace she brings to everything? Can you 
imagine not being able to hold her at night?
Hector returns to his drink as Peg 
exits.
HECTOR
The Hand of Fate, running its fingers through the sand. I 
could feel it. On June 22nd, 1942, Mersa Matruh fell. On 
July 3rd, Rommel paused, only a few hundred miles from the 
Pyramids while his troops fought outside of El Alamein. If 
they took it? Egypt would fall. Hitler would have his oil. 
And in Nairobi, we waited with baited breath. But it wasn’t 
Rommel who was coming: Fate was on its way.
Charles enters and spots Hector.
CHARLES
Hector?
HECTOR
Charles? Charles! I don’t believe it! What a surprise!
CHARLES
It’s good to see you!
HECTOR
It’s been years. Felt like decades.
CHARLES
You have aged that much!
HECTOR
It’s this blasted Dengue Fever. Never really goes. Sit 
down, sit down. Waiter! More Scotch. It’s been too long. 
What on earth brings you here?
CHARLES
Actually, you do.
HECTOR
Where’s that bloody Scotch. Come again?
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CHARLES
I want to put on a play. I want you to direct.
HECTOR
Smashing. Just smashing. I’m always up for a good play. 
It’s what they pay me to do. I’m especially keen when I 
direct. Am I to be in it too?
CHARLES
There’s a new man leading the Eighth, Montgomery. They call 
him Monty.
HECTOR
That news hasn’t reached us here, I’m afraid.
CHARLES
He’s trying to restore morale. It’s awfully low. A few 
years in the desert, chasing, being chased around. You 
should see the men: dark sunken eyes, skin burned black 
from the sun. Do you know, it’s so hot I’ve seen men fry 
eggs on the bonnets of their vehicles?
HECTOR
I’ve seen that look in the eyes when they get here. 
Dreadful.
CHARLES
So this Montgomery, he’s changing things. Visiting the 
troops on the front lines, giving speeches. 
HECTOR
Good for him.
CHARLES
He’s also into plays, for the men.
HECTOR
Been doing that the whole war!
CHARLES
No, these plays would be there.
HECTOR
There?
CHARLES
On the front.
HECTOR
You want me to direct a play, at the front? Where the 
fighting is?
CHARLES
The men need something, Hector. Anything would be better 
than the stalemate, the dreadful waiting.
18
HECTOR
If - and I do mean, if - we were to do this, what play did 
you have in mind?
CHARLES
“Journey’s End.”
HECTOR
(shocked)
I think I need a double.
The lights drop, then come up on 
Hector.
HECTOR
The writer of Journey’s End was R.C. Sherriff, an insurance 
agent and a member of the Kingston Rowing Club, the world’s 
oldest and most successful amateur rowing club.
Sherriff enters with the Club’s 
President.
PRESIDENT
Can’t afford a new boat R.C.
SHERRIFF
But we need one. 
PRESIDENT
That may be, but the funds just aren’t there. I was hoping 
you might persuade the head of the Sun Insurance Company to 
part with some funds.
SHERRIFF
I don’t think I could convince him.
PRESIDENT
Come on! You’re R.C. Sherriff! A hero! You won the Military 
Cross in the Great War!
SHERRIFF
There was nothing great about it.
PRESIDENT
I suppose not.
SHERRIFF
Do you ever think about it? The war, I mean.
PRESIDENT
As little as possible.
SHERRIFF
But you do?
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PRESIDENT
Hard not to.
SHERRIFF
I’ve been thinking about it a lot. Mainly about the men. 
The ones we left behind. There was this one chap, eighteen. 
Died beside me at Passchendaele. We’d been fighting about 
football. Which team was the best. Middle of a war! 
Football. I still find it hard to believe it was the end of 
his life’s journey.
PRESIDENT
We fought about girls. In the trenches. If you’d stuck your 
head up a sniper would have taken it off, but still - a 
girl’s a girl.
SHERRIFF
So what if I was to write a play. About the war. We could 
put it on, raise funds for a boat that way.
PRESIDENT
I suppose we could. You up for that?
SHERRIFF
You know. I think about that lad. I think I - owe it to 
him.
They exit.
HECTOR
And so he wrote it throughout 1928. “Journey’s End.” Then 
they put it on twice, for the first time on the ninth of 
December, 1928. A twenty-one year old chap named Laurence 
Olivier played the lead. He went on to other things. 
Maurice Brown was in the audience that night. He put it on 
at the Savoy Theatre and then the Prince of Wales for two 
years after that. Sherriff quit his job. Went on to write 
another eleven plays, fourteen films and nine novels. But 
here’s the thing about “Journey’s End.” It haunts you; it’s 
truly gripping. It’s one of those pieces that sits with 
you, sometimes uncomfortably so. You see, it’s about these 
men caught in the trenches in World War 1. They know the 
war is futile. They have been scarred by it and really, 
they’re waiting to die. To them, it’s just a question of 
when. It’s one of the great anti-war plays of all time. And 
us? We were going to put it on in the middle of a bloody 
war.
Charles enters and joins Hector. They 
drive.
HECTOR
He’s going to say no.
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CHARLES
He might say yes.
HECTOR
It’s about how awful war is.
CHARLES
I know.
HECTOR
It’s about how terrible and futile and petty war is.
CHARLES
I know.
HECTOR
We’re in a war. He wants to raise morale, not crush it.
CHARLES
It won’t crush it.
HECTOR
Won’t it? How?
CHARLES
See - it’s about all those things. Of course. But it’s 
about other things too.
HECTOR
Like what?
CHARLES
Remembrance. They won’t be forgotten.
HECTOR
I suppose...
CHARLES
They’ll see that someone will remember them, what they did 
here, what they sacrificed. Someone will write about them. 
Someone will tell future generations that war is horrible, 
that we must do all we can to avoid it, or else poor 
buggers like us have to come and fight the damn things.
HECTOR
That’s a fair point.
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CHARLES
Their morale is low because they are suffering and can’t 
see any purpose to it. This play is about that purpose. 
It’s going to inspire them to be as great as they are, 
greater than they know they can be.
HECTOR
Fine. But I get to cast. From the ranks.
CHARLES
Of course.
They rise. Montgomery’s aid, Donald, 
enters.
CHARLES
Excuse me, I’m Colonel Cameron. I have an appointment with 
the General.
DONALD
One moment, sir.
HECTOR
You made an appointment? What if I’d said no?
CHARLES
That wasn’t going to happen, was it?
HECTOR
I suppose not.
DONALD
This way, sir.
They come to the front of the stage. 
MONTY (O.S.)
What can I do for you, Colonel?
CHARLES
Sir, I heard about your speech, on morale.
MONTY (O.S.)
Did you, now?
CHARLES
Yes, sir and I got permission for my colleague here -
HECTOR
Captain Hector MacGregor at your service, sir.
CHARLES
My colleague and I want to put on a play. Here at the 
front. For the men.
MONTY (O.S.)
I see. Just the two of you?
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HECTOR
No, sir. We’re going to cast from the ranks, sir. Put the 
men in it.
MONTY (O.S.)
I see. And which play? “Henry V” might be appropriate.
CHARLES
“Journey’s End,” sir.
MONTY (O.S.)
“Journey’s End?” 
CHARLES
Yes, sir.
MONTY (O.S.)
The one about the Great War?
CHARLES
Yes, sir.
MONTY (O.S.)
You want to put a war play on in the middle of a bloody 
war?
CHARLES
Actually, it’s more of an anti-war play, sir.
MONTY (O.S.)
You must be joking.
HECTOR
Sir, if I may. I thought the same thing. But, well, sir, 
Charles said something to me. You see, it’s about 
remembrance, about honouring the living and the dead for 
their sacrifice. When the men see it, they’ll realize they 
won’t be forgotten, that what they do here will always be 
honoured by people, in plays, in art, in memory.
MONTY (O.S.)
(considering)
Jolly good, then. Off you go.
Monty exits as Charles and Hector 
share a look.
HECTOR
Let’s spread the word.
A man enters - it is Lewis.
HECTOR
Sergeant?
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LEWIS
Sir? Why I never! Captain MacGregor. But you can see I’m 
not a Sergeant right now. Lost a stripe as it were.
HECTOR
Nothing serious I hope?
LEWIS
No, sir. I’m in charge of, well, acquisitions. Sometimes I 
have to break the law to keep the machines greased if you 
catch my meaning. If the locals find out, I lose a stripe 
until they can promote me again. Keeping up appearances is 
all. Been a Sergeant six times already, sir. Next time’s my 
lucky number seven.
CHARLES
Acquisitions?
LEWIS
Sorry, sir, I haven’t had the pleasure.
CHARLES
Charles Cameron.
LEWIS
A pleasure, sir. Now, if you don’t mind me asking, what 
brings you here?
HECTOR
We’re putting on a play.
LEWIS
Where, sir?
CHARLES
Here.
LEWIS
Here, sir?
HECTOR
Yes.
LEWIS
If you say so, sir. If there’s anything you’ll need, I’m 
your man.
CHARLES
To be honest, we need some actors.
24
HECTOR
And a stage.
CHARLES
Some where for the men to sit.
HECTOR
And some lights.
LEWIS
Very good, sirs. I’ll see what I can do.
Lewis exits. Charles examines the 
place.
Suddenly, there is a hideous 
screaming noise. They both drop as 
machine guns fire.
CHARLES
Junkers!
The noise fades slightly in volume.
HECTOR
(to us)
All I could think about was Peg and Barry.
Peg enters and sits, alone. Hector 
circles her.
HECTOR
To hear her voice would be enough. To touch her would be - 
heaven. I can see her, clear as day, right here, while the 
bullets fly.
PEG
His last letter was vague. He’s up to something. I can 
tell. I think he’s gone to harm’s way. I wish he hadn’t but 
then - that’s who he is. Jumping in feet first. Figuring 
his way out after the fact. Of course, that was fine here, 
but there? It could get him killed. Barry’s so much like 
him. He’s six now. Six! But he was only three when Hector 
left. Never really knew him. I don’t want to become a 
museum to his memory - but if Hector dies? That’s what I’ll 
become.
Peg exits. The shooting stops. Hector 
stays down.
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CHARLES
Well, that was a bit of excitement. Hector? You all right?
HECTOR
I - I wasn’t hit, but I feel a bit funny.
Hector faints.
The lights go dark. When they come 
up, Hector is sitting. 
NURSE
Stop squirming.
HECTOR
I’m fine.
NURSE
You’re not. 
HECTOR
What is it? The Dengue Fever?
NURSE
The doctor should be the one -
HECTOR
Tell me. Please.
NURSE
It’s a few things. Malaria, dysentery, trypanosomiasis. And 
those are only from the tests that have come back.
HECTOR
Are any of them fatal?
NURSE
They can be. But if you’re careful, rest and -
HECTOR
No. Thank you. There’s a show we’re putting on. I’m needed.
NURSE
You should stay here.
HECTOR
Stay here? I should have stayed in England is what I should 
have done. I could have, you know. I was offered a tour of 
the bases. But I couldn’t. It wouldn’t have been fair. So 
if you don’t mind, I’ll see how they’re doing. I promise to 
go to bed early if that’s all right.
She exits. Charles, Ken and Edward 
enter.
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CHARLES
Hector! Good to see you up! Enjoy sleeping the day away? 
Here’s our Raleigh and Stanhope.
HECTOR
Nice to see you again, Corporal. And you are?
Edward
Edward Atienza. Did a bit of summer stock, before the war. 
No formal training though.
HECTOR
We’ll take care of that. I can tell you’ll be a great 
Raleigh.
CHARLES
You sure you’re all right? Promise me you are.
HECTOR
I promise.
They begin to rehearse, silently. Peg 
and Elizabeth enter.
PEG
Thank you for coming over. It feels like all I do is sit 
alone with Barry.
ELIZABETH
The papers say they’re fighting outside of El Alamein. If 
Rommel gets through -
PEG
They’ll have Egypt. I read that too.
ELIZABETH
Can I confess something?
PEG
Of course.
ELIZABETH
Lately, I - I can’t remember what Charles looks like. I 
have to go over to the bureau and take out his photo. I 
stare at it, try to burn it into my memory but - it fades. 
I’ll be out at the shops and think of him and - there’s no 
face. It’s like he never was.
PEG
He’ll come back. They both will.
ELIZABETH
How can you be so sure? My faith is shaken. I don’t sleep 
the whole night through anymore. When there’s a knock on 
the door I feel ill and faint.
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PEG
They’ll come back. The two of them. Together. They’ll find 
a way.
Hector stops rehearsing and looks 
over at Peg. 
PEG
Do you know he didn’t have to go?
ELIZABETH
What do you mean?
PEG
He thinks I don’t know. There was a letter from the War 
Office. He could have done shows on bases if he’d wanted. 
But -
ELIZABETH
Charles was going.
PEG
It was more than that. I mean it was because of Charles, 
but I think it was more. He couldn’t let anyone go in his 
place. He had to do his bit.
ELIZABETH
Have you heard from him, lately?
PEG
Just last week. He and Charles are putting on a play. 
“Journey’s End.” They did it in ‘35.
ELIZABETH
Is that all he told you?
PEG
Why?
ELIZABETH
Oh, Peg. I thought you - They’re putting it on at the 
front.
Peg looks over at Hector, who can 
only turn away in shame. They exit. 
Lewis comes in.
LEWIS
Begging your pardon, sirs. I’ve got something to show you.
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HECTOR
Ken, Edward, let’s take a break. 
Lewis takes Charles and Hector 
forward.
LEWIS
The engineers used their bulldozers to level some sand. I 
figure the men can sit on the dunes and watch. A few crates 
will do for tables and chairs on stage. 
CHARLES
But it’ll be pitch black.
LEWIS
Well, sir, the R.A.F. agreed to lend you landing spotlights 
for the performance. It’ll be bright as day under ‘em I 
figure.
CHARLES
Thank you, Corporal, I -
LEWIS
Sergeant, sir. Got my stripe back.
CHARLES
Thank you, Sergeant.
Hector begins to cough and has to go 
and sit. Lewis leaves them in peace.
CHARLES
How is it?
Hector shows him his handkerchief.
CHARLES
Blood.
HECTOR
The good news is it’s not tuberculosis. 
CHARLES
The bad news?
HECTOR
It may as well be for how I’m feeling.
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CHARLES
You should rest.
HECTOR
No. We don’t have much time. A few more days and we’ll be 
ready to go on. I’ll get some pills for the pain. I’ll be 
fine.
Hector goes back to the men as Donald 
enters.
DONALD
Captain MacGregor? If I could have a moment. I’ve some 
news: you’ll need to go on a bit earlier than planned.
HECTOR
Earlier? I was hoping it was later...
DONALD
Can’t be helped, I’m afraid. Is there anything I can do?
HECTOR
Do you have any proper whiskey?
DONALD
I’ll send you some of Monty’s best, sir. Helps with the 
courage he likes to say.
HECTOR
I hope it does.
Donald exits. Hector goes back to the 
men.
HECTOR
Well, lads, I’m afraid we’re going on a few days earlier 
than planned.
EDWARD
Earlier?
KEN
Excuse me, sir. If it’s all right, I think I’m going to be 
sick.
HECTOR
Come now: there’s no need to panic. You’re doing great.
KEN
But the men, sir. The more I think about it, the more I 
think they’re just going to have a laugh when they see us.
EDWARD
They’re a hard lot, sir. And having a laugh is good sport.
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HECTOR
Don’t worry: they won’t see you.
KEN
Begging your pardon, sir, but I’m sure that’ll be us up 
there on stage.
EDWARD
How won’t they see us? 
HECTOR
They won’t see you, they’ll see your characters. And 
they’ll recognize themselves in you. That’s what happens 
when the lights go down. They come back up on a new world. 
If you speak these words as though they’re your own, they 
won’t see you in the slightest. 
KEN
You really think so, sir?
HECTOR
With all my heart.
EDWARD
Thank you, sir. Shall we get back to it?
They exit as Peg comes on with a 
teapot. There is a knock on the door 
and she grabs her stomach. 
It’s Elizabeth.
ELIZABETH
Peg? You’re as pale as a ghost.
PEG
Your knock - I -
ELIZABETH
Oh, Peg, I shouldn’t have told you.
PEG
No, it’s best I know. Really. At least I’m ready. Have a 
seat: I’ve just made some tea.
Elizabeth sits. She fidgets as Peg 
pours.
PEG
Lizzy? What is it?
ELIZABETH
I had this dream. I was out with Charles, on the high 
street. I looked in a window and - in the reflection, he 
had no face. I turned and he was gone. I’m sorry. I 
shouldn’t burden you.
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PEG
I have a dream of an empty house. I go from room to room 
looking for someone who isn’t there. When I wake up, I’m in 
such a state. I go and watch Barry sleep. Hearing his 
breath calms me.
ELIZABETH
I feel like - like I’ve lost my faith.
PEG
It hasn’t gone anywhere. It’s just hard to find somedays. 
Come, enough darkness. The sun is out - let’s sit in the 
garden. The light will do us good.
They exit. Hector follows the nurse 
in.
HECTOR
I just need to get through a few more days.
NURSE
Then go to bed.
HECTOR
I can’t.
NURSE
Can’t or won’t?
HECTOR
Both.
NURSE
I shouldn’t do this.
(she hands him some pills)
You need to take care of yourself. While you can.
HECTOR
Thank you. You’re an angel.
(she turns from his words)
Sorry? Did I say something wrong?
NURSE
My husband used to call me that.
HECTOR
Used?
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NURSE
He was in Tobruk. The second time. 
HECTOR
I see. 
NURSE
The reports say - 
HECTOR
He could still be -
NURSE
You don’t need to say anything. I’m just starting to accept 
what the reports say. What hope does  hope have in such a 
place?
HECTOR
Joy comes in the morning.
NURSE
Who said that? Is it from a play?
HECTOR
Psalms.
NURSE
Thank you, Hector. Take care of yourself. Get yourself 
home.
She leaves him in thought. He starts 
to cough. Charles enters.
CHARLES
So?
HECTOR
All clear.
CHARLES
Are you sure?
HECTOR
(laughing)
The show must go on.
CHARLES
But if you’re -
HECTOR
“But me no buts.”
CHARLES
Henry Fielding. I just worry you’re -
HECTOR
Don’t. We’re almost there. We can’t stop now.
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CHARLES
I’ll see you tomorrow then?
HECTOR
One night only!
CHARLES
Who’d have thought?
Charles exits.
HECTOR
(to us)
I can’t sleep. It’s as though I’ve never been on stage. 
Reading those words, memorizing them, saying them, here, in 
this place, with a maelstrom of chaos all around, with a 
body ravaged by disease...I can’t look in the mirror 
anymore. I don’t see a young man there, not the one that 
came to Africa anyway. I see sickness, weariness: I see the 
character I’m playing, in the trenches, with death all 
around. I tell myself that I have to get back, but the 
truth is - I have very little say. I’m a grain of sand, 
moved by the Hand of Fate, of God, whoever you perceive 
that to be.
(dropping to his knees)
Hello. I’m not a religious man. Not used to praying. But if 
there is anyone listening - let me get home. What you do 
with me once I’m there is up to you. But I can’t leave this 
world without seeing her again. Without seeing my son. I 
know people have lost faith in this age but - mine has been 
restored here in the desert, with these men. I’ll do this 
one great thing for you and ask, humbly, for one small 
thing in return. Get me home. Amen.
The lights go down and come up on 
Charles and Hector, Ken and Edward.
HECTOR
Remember, when Raleigh dies, there won’t be a dry eye in 
the house. It might make you feel awkward, but whatever you 
do, don’t move.
KEN
Cry? This lot?
EDWARD
I think it’s his fever talking.
HECTOR
You’ll see.
CHARLES
I remember someone who thought this was the wrong play.
HECTOR
I may have been - oh, what’s the word?
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CHARLES
(mimicking)
“Oh, what’s the word?” - Mistaken?
HECTOR
That doesn’t sound quite right. But - close enough. Shall 
we?
They exit. Only Hector remains. 
HECTOR
The performance of my lifetime. It was, you know, from the 
moment the spotlights came on and the air filled with 
electricity. Then the men of the Eighth Army filed in and 
sat all around us, on the dunes.
Lewis and Monty’s Aid, Donald, sit 
down in the sandbox.
HECTOR
They were too tired to be loud. Truth is, most of them 
weren’t that excited at the thought of a play and only came 
because it broke the monotony of their deadly routine. But 
then the play started.
Hector steps aside. Lewis and Donald 
watch. Their faces begin to change, 
boredom replaced with something else.
LEWIS
By all that’s -
DONALD
It’s us.
HECTOR
It was like nothing I’d ever been a part of or ever would 
again. When the soldiers realized what the play was about, 
when they realized it was them up there on stage - their 
situation, their horror, their pain, their friendships, 
their futility, their deaths - cries could be heard all 
around, drifting over the stage, as these men, these rock 
hard men, wept into the night, sobbed as they hadn’t since 
they were boys, wailed as all these emotions, pent up, 
bottled up, buried inside, could finally be released.
Lewis weeps. Crying Donald consoles 
him.
HECTOR
At the end of the play, when Raleigh, innocent and naive, 
dies, the wails were all around. And then, after his corpse 
is buried in the trenches by a shell, they faded. The 
lights went out. The play was over. There was no applause. 
None. Nothing but the last sobs of an army. 
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Donald and Lewis rise and leave.
HECTOR
The men went back over the dunes to camp. They went back to 
the war. Some, back to their looming deaths.
Donald enters with Charles, Ken and 
Edward.
DONALD
Monty sends his thanks. The men really enjoyed it.
CHARLES
Thank you.
DONALD
And personally, I just wanted to say: it was spot on. 
Truly. Thank you.
He shakes all their hands.
KEN
I should get back to my unit. Thanks Hector, Charles.
EDWARD
Thanks from me as well. I learned a lot. Didn’t know I’d 
love it so much.
They exit. It’s just Charles and 
Hector again.
CHARLES
Six days later, the 30th of August, Rommel attacked. The 
Battle of Alam El Halfa. The Eighth Army won. By the second 
of September, Rommel had withdrawn. He’d never get the much-
needed oil. 
HECTOR
He retreated, back across the desert, back to Tunisia. He 
launched one more major attack, The Battle of Medenine. He 
lost. By mid-May, the Africa Campaign was over.
CHARLES
So it’s back to Kinshasa for me.
HECTOR
Back to Nairobi for me. Thanks for this. For coming for me. 
I was drinking a lot. Wallowing really. Not that 
attractive!
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CHARLES
I’ll always come for you, Hector. No man left behind.
Hector starts coughing, it’s so 
violent he doubles over. Charles 
helps him exit. 
GEORGE VI ON THE RADIO
...let us join in thanking Almighty God that war has ended 
throughout the world, and that in every country men may now 
turn their industry, skill, and science to repairing its 
frightful devastation and to building prosperity and 
happiness. Our sense of deliverance is overpowering, and 
with it all, we have a right to feel that we have done our 
duty.
Charles and Hector enter.
CHARLES
We’re almost home.
HECTOR
Six years we’ve been away. Barry will be nine. Nine? What 
have I missed?
They part. Charles knocks on a door. 
Elizabeth comes out and hugs him. 
Their embrace is long and sweet. They 
exit
Hector knocks. Peg answers. There is 
a moment of recognition before they 
embrace. She weeps in his arms as 
they slowly exit.
Charles and Hector enter and sit 
down. They mime removing their 
makeup. Hector stops.
HECTOR
I went to Africa a young man. I came back an old one.
CHARLES
You have to make the same promise you made in the desert 
eight years ago - that you’ll make it to the end of the 
show.
HECTOR
Charles, I -
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CHARLES
Hector, you’ve got to -
HECTOR
Look at me, Charles. I can see it coming. Can’t you?
CHARLES
Nonetheless, you must not give up.
HECTOR
When you asked me to the front, I was sure it was a bullet 
that would get me. Or maybe shrapnel. I was always afraid 
of the bloody shrapnel. I didn’t know it would be the 
disease.
CHARLES
I’m glad you said yes. Couldn’t have done it otherwise.
HECTOR
That was a great night, wasn’t it? Hearing those men...I 
was never so proud. When St. Peter asks for an accounting 
of my life, I’ll say one night, I put on a really good 
play. He’ll know what I’m talking about.
CHARLES
He will.
HECTOR
Peg doesn’t know. I haven’t told her. About how bad it is. 
I can’t.
CHARLES
She knows, Hector. We all know. It’s just - no one wants to 
admit it.
HECTOR
Let’s slip out the back. I don’t want to talk to anyone 
today.
He and Charles go to leave. But they 
are not alone. Lewis is there, with 
Ken as always.
LEWIS
Sir? Sir?
CHARLES
Sergeant? Corporal? Well, I never!
LEWIS
Great show tonight, sir. Cracking good fun.
KEN
Almost as good as the one in the desert, if you don’t mind 
me saying.
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HECTOR
You’re too kind. We should -
LEWIS
We made a special trip, sirs, as we never thanked you both 
properly.
HECTOR
There’s no need for -
Ken suddenly hugs Hector.
KEN
Thank you, sir.
He hugs Charles too.
LEWIS
We fought all up through Italy. Had some terrible times.
KEN
Monte Cassino. That was the worst.
LEWIS
We talked about that night in the desert. And - well, we 
didn’t mean to bother you. Just had to say thank you is 
all.
Ken and Lewis suddenly salute and 
disappear into the darkness.
CHARLES
I could murder a pint.
HECTOR
Me too.
Charles exit as Hector struggles with 
his coat. Peg enters and goes to 
help.
HECTOR
I’m sorry to be such a pest, dear.
PEG
Don’t be silly.
HECTOR
This is just a bad spell. It will pass. But - I just want 
you to know how much I -
PEG
I love you too.
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HECTOR
Can you believe it? Me, Hector MacGregor starring in a film 
with Marlene Dietrich! And directed by Alfred Hitchcock! 
I’ve got to make the premiere.
PEG
Don’t be silly. Of course you will.
They both know he won’t. He hugs her 
and rises. He stops to look at her 
before exiting.
Elizabeth comes in, dressed in black. 
She has a black coat for Peg.
ELIZABETH
Come on. We mustn’t be late.
Charles joins them. They stand in a 
row, heads bowed. Ken and Lewis and 
Edward join them.
Hector enters.
HECTOR
I think of the Hand of God a lot. I made my deal in the 
desert. You don’t get to escape sacred vows. So many died 
in that war, so many just after. I was forty-one when I 
died in ‘51. But at least I saw her again. And my son. Got 
six years with them. That’s six more years than a lot of my 
friends. And do you know what? As unbelievable as it 
sounds? When my son fell in love with a girl named Iris, do 
you know who her uncles were?
Ken and Lewis step forward.
KEN
Your Hector’s boy?
LEWIS
Hector MacGregor?
KEN
Met him in the war -
LEWIS
North Africa -
KEN
Helped him put on a play! A war one -
LEWIS
An anti-war one -
KEN
In the middle of a bloody war!
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LEWIS
And now you’re dating our niece? Can’t believe it.
KEN
You can’t because it’s bloody unbelievable.
LEWIS 
Welcome to the family, son.
They step back to their grieving.
HECTOR
God loves irony apparently. And Fate thinks itself quite 
funny. Why those grains, why not others? It’s hard not to 
ask: why me? Why did I die? It happened one other time. My 
son became an actor. Just like his dad. He, Iris and their 
two children - the grandchildren I would never meet - moved 
to Canada to join the Stratford Shakespeare Company. You 
know who had become an actor too?
Edward steps forward.
EDWARD
Edward Atienza. Pleasure to meet you. You say your name’s 
Barry MacGregor? I knew a MacGregor. Hector. What? Your 
father? That bastard taught me to act during the war!
Edward steps back to the grieving.
HECTOR
As for me? I still think about sand. Six billion grains of 
it. Some that will never have any contact with others. Some 
that will only glance by each other like a gentle breeze. 
And some that get locked together, thrown together, for all 
eternity. I think about a sandstorm, the Hand of Fate, the 
Hand of God, picking up all of them and flinging them 
together, violently. Beautifully too. I think about the 
wind of chance that blows through all our lives, scattering 
us, bringing us together.
They all exit. Except for Peg, who 
lingers.
HECTOR
And mostly I think of her: the time we had, the time we 
lost.
PEG
I’ll always love you.
HECTOR
I’ll always love you.
PEG
My heart will be a museum to you. I’ll see you again. I 
swear it.
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HECTOR
She never married again.
GEORGE VI ON THE RADIO
...if you carry on in the years to come as you have done so 
splendidly in the war, you and your children can look 
forward to the future, not with fear, but with high hopes 
of a surer happiness for all. It is to this great task that 
I call you now, and I know that I shall not call in vain. 
In the meantime, from the bottom of my heart I thank my 
Peoples for all they have done, not only for themselves but 
for mankind.
The lights fade. Hector and Peg 
disappear into blackness.
The End.
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ACT ONE:
Darkness. A man, slowly bathed in 
light. This is Ken. A dining room 
table with eight chairs is to one 
side - this is home. Pews on the 
other with a cross - this is the 
confessional. 
KEN
Death towered over us. In each nook and shadow, behind 
every rock, Death hid, concealed, in the guise of German 
Paratroopers. They were fierce. We had been at Monte 
Cassino for four months trying to kill them. I was changed. 
I’d come to war a naive boy and now? Becoming a man wasn’t 
the worry, it was the kind of man I was becoming. We were 
about to storm the summit. Us or them. Once and for all. 
Before the war, my sister dragged us to the theatre 
whenever she could. I remembered the first time I saw Henry 
V and thought war was about heroes, nobility. I didn’t 
understand the reality then. I did now.
(quoting)
“And gentlemen in England, now a-bed / Shall think 
themselves accursed they were not here, / And hold their 
manhoods cheap whiles any speaks / That fought with us upon 
Saint Crispin's day.” 
(thinks)
No: those now a-bed in England were most blessed. I’d take 
their place most happily. But who would take mine? Slog 
from the barren desert where Rommel hunted us to near 
extinction to Cassino’s cliffs crawling with death to the 
deepest pit of Hell that awaited us, the Eighth Army? The 
rest of my life would be filled with nightmares. But when I 
die, at least they shall cease. And if  a merciful God 
awaits me, perhaps I can have another go, a do over, this 
time, without the war. 
(calmly)
Brecht said, “Unhappy the land where heroes are needed.” 
So, with imagination, hear my unhappy story and forgive me 
my sins.
NEWSCASTER (V.O.)
This first day of Spring 1995 saw the Greater Manchester 
Police Forensics team needed in the usually quiet and 
picturesque Ribble Valley. A hiker on Pendle Hill noticed a 
skeleton unearthed by recent mud slides. Police cordoned 
off the area as the skeleton appears buried as part of a 
religious ceremony. Pendle Hill is famous for witches. No 
word of any link.
Lewis enters, waved to hurry by Ken.
KEN
Come on Lewis, stop dragging your feet.
LEWIS
This is crazy, Ken. Let’s just go to the pub and drown our 
sorrows in a pint. Or two. Or four. Doesn’t that sound 
nice? A pint? Or four?
KEN
We have to do this. It’s been fifty years! I still think 
about it.
LEWIS
But why are you hauling me into this?
KEN
You’re my brother. You were there. You need forgiveness 
too. You won’t be damned for all eternity because I 
couldn’t get you to confess your sin.
The voice of Father Thomas talks to 
them from off stage.
FATHER THOMAS (O.S.)
Ken and Lewis! What brings you here on a Tuesday?
KEN
Actually, Father Thomas - we’re here for confession.
FATHER THOMAS (O.S.)
Confession?
KEN
Yes, Father. We both have to confess. We both need penance. 
And reconciliation. Penance and reconciliation. Where’s 
your confessional?
FATHER THOMAS (O.S.)
There is no actual, physical confessional.
KEN
Since when? 
FATHER THOMAS (O.S.)
Since 1560. This isn’t a Catholic Church.
KEN
(sarcastically)
That’s probably for the best: we’re not Catholic.
FATHER THOMAS (O.S.)
You’ve been coming to this Church for decades, Ken, since 
my grandfather was your minister, and though I’m new to 
this post, I’d have thought by now you may have noticed I 
exhort you to repentance on Sundays. 
2.
Then we have a silent prayer during which you inwardly 
confess, then a confession is said by all and I pronounce a 
communal absolution. 
KEN
Father Thomas, I know private confession isn’t required, 
but it is still part of the Church. I know from your 
granddad, your spitting image by the by.
FATHER THOMAS (O.S.)
The thing is: I’ve never done one.
KEN
Did your grandfather say about private confession: ‘All 
may; none must; some should?’
FATHER THOMAS (O.S.)
He did.
KEN
Well Father, we should. The two of us. Together.
FATHER THOMAS (O.S.)
Fine. As you wish. Come, sit. Let’s make this the 
confessional then. Face the alter. What is said here, I 
shall not reveal.
They sit in an awkward silence.
LEWIS
Isn’t this the bit where you ask how long it’s been? Since 
our last one? Saw it on the telly.
FATHER THOMAS (O.S.)
Right, right. Of course. How long has it been since your 
last confession?
KEN
Well, I’m seventy in the spring so...
(does the math on his 
fingers)
Seventy years.
LEWIS
(also counting on his 
fingers)
I’m a year older so....Seventy-one for me.
KEN
As you know, we were born just west of the Pennines, on a 
farm -
3.
LEWIS
Wait, you’re going back that far? I thought this was about 
the bloody -
KEN
All the way, Lewis. It’s the only way forward.
LEWIS
And you said this was better without pints. Shows what you 
know.
KEN
Look, are you going to take this seriously? They found the 
bones, Lewis. The remains. They’ll figure it out with 
forensics. Saw that on the telly.
LEWIS
Fine. Go on then.
KEN
We were born just west of the Pennines. On a farm in the 
Ribble Valley. Our father was one of the last wool men, 
feeding the few mills that remained. This was just before 
the war. We weren’t poor, but we weren’t rich. Lewis and I 
helped out from an early age. The north had changed so much 
since my grandfather’s day, textiles weren’t king, the dole 
was. 
LEWIS
Dad died the 24th of July, thirty-nine. 
KEN
Mum died right after. They were true loves.
LEWIS
Our niece - Iris - would be born on that same day, a year 
later.
KEN
Life and death side by side. The story of my life.
LEWIS
Technically, that left us as the men of the household. 
KEN
Mom insisted we sold the farm just before she died. So we 
moved into a big end terrace - five double bedrooms over 
three floors, just enough.
4.
LEWIS
That September we were fourteen and fifteen years old. 
KEN
Men of the household we may have been, but in charge we 
were not. Oh no. We had two older sisters - ten and eleven 
years older. When dad died, they took care of mum - they 
ruled the roost.
LEWIS
Firmly.
Gin enters with a fierce firmness to 
everything.
GIN
(plopping down some porridge)
Come on. Church in ten minutes. Eat, eat. You’re always 
complaining you’re hungry. Here’s your chance. Unless 
you’re full from supper?
Ken and Lewis race to the food.
KEN
I was wondering if we could stay home today. From Church.
GIN
Did you now?
KEN
Well, kind of - it was Lewis’ idea.
LEWIS
Leave me out of this!
Joan enters, blonde and buoyant.
GIN
Did you hear that, Joan?
JOAN
What, Ginny?
GIN
Ken is thinking of staying home. From church.
JOAN
(casually slapping his head)
Is that true, Ken?
KEN
No. Not anymore anyways.
JOAN
That’s good to hear. We go to Church on Sundays. Then we 
all have tea after. That’s the way we do things in this 
house. Don’t like it, find another.
5.
LEWIS
Why are you setting spots for six? There’s only five 
usually.
KEN
(giggling)
Doug’s bringing Ron to Church. He’s fetching him from the 
station!
LEWIS
Is he coming a courting? Are you going to marry him, Joan? 
Joan hits the back of his head in 
answer.
KEN
She loves him! She does! 
LEWIS
Look! She’s blushing!
KEN
Like some posh girl!
LEWIS
No wonder: she’s sounded all posh since learning to be a 
teacher!
KEN
You’ll have a wedding like Gin and Doug! And you’ll kiss 
lots!
They both giggle. Each gets a whack.
GIN
How would you like it if we told Rose and Jane stories 
about you?
LEWIS
Stories?
JOAN
And mum had those photos of you as babies - naked. 
GIN
Isn’t there one of you having a bath. Together? Where are 
those?
KEN
(defeated)
We shouldn’t be late for church.
JOAN
Much better. Get your coats.
6.
GIN
Go on. Hurry now.
(after they exit)
Well? You must be thrilled.
JOAN
I’m shaking all over. Am I mad, Ginny? I feel twelve years 
old and so nervous I could scream. I swear I woke a dozen 
times last night.
GIN
Nothing wrong with being nervous. We’ve spent a lot of time 
taking care of Mum. And Dad before that. I have my Doug, 
and our lovely baby Jonathan. You quit your job in London 
to help care for them. It’s your turn. To have what they 
did, what I do.
JOAN
I don’t know what I’d do without you, Ginny.
GIN
Come on. We don’t want to keep your man waiting.
They exit as Doug and Ron enter.
DOUG
Beautiful day, Ron! We should take a walk after. In the 
Forest of Bowland.
RON
Joan would come, wouldn’t she? I mean, she would, right?
DOUG
By all that’s -. Look at you! I can see you shaking.
RON
I know. The whole thing is almost unbearable. I feel like I 
will never be just me again. It’s a queer feeling to have. 
But, well, exciting too.
DOUG
Ron Potter, romantic at heart.
RON
You’re one to talk, Doug Davies. You asked Gin to marry you 
because you were worried she’d ask first. 
DOUG
What can I say? I love a strong woman.
7.
RON
And I seem to remember you practicing the proposal a dozen 
times or so.
DOUG
You must be mistaken. I don’t recall that at all.
RON
Really? Because I played the part of Gin during those 
rehearsals and the sight of you on one knee looking up at 
me, those big blue eyes...let’s just say that image will be 
with me forever.
DOUG
No doubt I’ll be returning the favour in the near future.
RON
No doubt. 
DOUG
Listen to us: lost in our own worlds despite the curious 
times we live in.
RON
Did you hear about Poland? 
DOUG
I did: the P.M. sent them an ultimatum.
RON
It’s going to be war, isn’t it?
DOUG
Most likely. Any day I suspect.
RON
Because of my time flying gliders, I’ve been thinking about 
the R.A.F.
DOUG
Recruiters came by from the Army. Everyone from the valley 
would be in the same unit. Frightening thought. On the 
other side of Pendle is a town and in The Great War, 
fifteen classmates went to France. One came back.
RON
You can’t think like that. You have to have faith. No 
matter what the world throws at us. Promise you won’t lose 
yours.
DOUG
Very well: I promise. Look at us! First swooning with love, 
then talking of war. Curious days indeed. 
8.
Gin and Joan enter, Ken and Lewis 
follow. Ron puffs up like a peacock 
as Gin kisses Doug.
GIN
Have a nice trip, Ron?
RON
(awkwardly)
Indeed. Very satisfactory. I mean, yes, I did. It’s lovely 
to see you Joan. I was going to come on my motorbike. But 
thought a nice walk would be - um - nice. Yes, a nice walk 
would be, ah, yes, nice.
DOUG
(helping)
In the forest, perhaps.
JOAN
That would be lovely. 
(teasing)
Nice even.
KEN
You should have brought your motorcycle.
LEWIS
It’s way better than a stupid walk.
Two teenaged girls enter, Jane and 
Rose. 
DOUG
Come on, boys. Let’s get you over to Rose and Jane before 
Gin hits you.
GIN
I’m going to say hello to Father Paul. I’ll see you inside, 
Joan.
JOAN
My brothers do love your bike. Especially since you let 
them ride it.
RON
It’s the feeling of it, the wind in your face. It reminds 
me of flying, when the glider is released and all you can 
hear is the rushing wind before the plane and the wind 
become one and silence descends. It’s beautiful.
JOAN
It does sound wonderful.
RON
Sorry, I’m being a bore. I can get carried away when I talk 
about flying.
9.
JOAN
Not at all.
RON
I mean, it’s beautiful but, if I may be so bold, not as 
beautiful as you.
JOAN
Oh. My. Thank you.
RON
It’s easy to say because it’s true, an understatement even.
(the bells ring eleven)
I suppose that’s our cue. Shall we?
The others enter with Father Paul. 
LEWIS
It’s nice to see you Rose.
ROSE
You too, Lewis.
LEWIS
Perhaps we could go to the shops later, for some sweets?
ROSE
That sounds lovely.
KEN
Or we could go fishing, catch some fish. Would you like 
that, Jane?
JANE
I’d prefer a walk by the river.
LEWIS
You don’t know anything about girls, do you? Fishing? For 
that, Ken, I’m going to make you laugh out loud.
KEN
No! Gin will see.
LEWIS
Don’t be such a baby.
Lewis tickles Ken. He gets a quick 
whack.
KEN
Ha! You got caught.
Joan whacks Ken. She realizes Ron is 
there.
JOAN
Sorry. I - I don’t do that very often. Honestly.
10.
Ron grins at her embarrassment.
FATHER PAUL
Today’s reading is from Ecclesiastes: “To everything there 
is a season, and a time to every purpose under heaven: A 
time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a 
time to pluck up that which is planted; A time to kill, and 
a time to heal; a time to break down, and a time to build 
up; -”
Ken is transfixed by the words. He 
rises, as though invisible, and 
circles the minister.
FATHER PAUL
“- A time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, 
and a time to dance; A time to cast away stones, and a time 
to gather stones together; a time to embrace, and a time to 
refrain from embracing; A time to get, and a time to lose; 
a time to keep, and a time to cast away; A time to rend, 
and a time to sow; a time to keep silence, and a time to 
speak; A time to love, and a time to hate; a time of war; 
and a time of peace.” Let us pray.
KEN
(sitting on the confessional 
crates)
It was Sunday, the third of September, 1939 when I first 
heard those words. They burned into my brain. I didn’t know 
it then, but those words were a prophecy for my life. They 
would follow me to war and hate, and back home to peace and 
to love. They would be all I knew, the summary of my life: 
existence in shorthand, light and dark, tears and laughter 
mingled inside us, our lot on earth. They were a curse too. 
They’d follow me until I had lived each of them, suffered 
them, embraced them. There would be no escape. To 
everything there would be a season. To all of them there 
would be a purpose under heaven. For me.
(returning to his seat, Lewis 
pokes him)
Lewis! We’ll get caught for sure.
FATHER PAUL
Here endeth the reading. 
Organ music begins. Doug, Ken and 
Lewis exit with Father Paul.
JOAN
(to Rose and Jane)
Lovely to see you both. I see our brothers have deserted 
you.
11.
GIN
We were talking about you earlier. Have we ever shown you 
my mother’s photographs of Ken and Lewis as babies? You 
should see them some day.
The Father returns.
JOAN
Wonderful service, Father. Father?
GIN
Father Paul? What’s the matter?
FATHER PAUL
Chamberlain on the radio...at 11:15. During the service. He 
- God have mercy on us.
JOAN
What is it?
DOUG
(returning with Ken and 
Lewis)
Did he tell you?
LEWIS
It’s war!
GIN
What?
FATHER PAUL
War. Again. So soon after the last one. Too soon.
DOUG
Because of Poland. We’re going to war.
Gin hugs Doug, suddenly very 
frightened. Joan turns to Ron, who 
gives her a comforting hug. Ken and 
Lewis go to their confessional. The 
others slowly exit in their own 
worlds.
KEN
It’s odd. Thinking back. We were so excited.
LEWIS
It sounded like a great adventure.
12.
KEN
We didn’t know any better. 
LEWIS
Gin and Joan knew what it meant. For Ron and Doug. 
KEN
For all of us.
LEWIS
We’d never talked to anyone about the first one. It just 
seemed like the stuff of legends, a place where heroes were 
born.
KEN
A time of war had come. And with it, as we’d also discover, 
a time of hate.
Doug sits at the table with a 
newspaper. Gin pours him tea. He 
reaches for her, pulls her onto his 
lap, kissing her. She stokes his 
hair.
GIN
Doug signed up that Monday. He’d have done it the Sunday if 
I’d let him. I thought it best he sleep on it. But we 
didn’t really sleep that night. Just talked. The world had 
changed in a moment. Our world was gone forever. And 
neither of us knew what this new one held. He was made a 
soldier in the British Expeditionary Force. 
(she helps Doug with his 
jacket)
He was ordered to France. But there wasn’t any major 
fighting. Not for months. We didn’t know it, but it was the 
start of the Phony War with fighting at sea or in the 
skies. Churchill called it the Twilight War. I thought that 
was better: after twilight comes nightfall. And darkness.
DOUG
I don’t have to tell you to take care of everyone, the 
family: you were doing that long before I came along.
GIN
It won’t be the same without you.
DOUG
Look, if anything should happen...
13.
GIN
No. We will not have that talk. You will come back, Doug 
Davies, and we will raise our son, and we will live our 
lives until old age takes us.
DOUG
I’m just saying -
GIN
Nothing. You’re saying nothing. What’s important is what I 
believe. My faith will drag you back no matter where you 
go. Don’t you doubt it. Ever.
They exit as Ron and Joan enter. Ron 
packs.
JOAN
Look at him. Putting on a brave face. A Sergeant in the 
Royal Air Force Volunteer Reserve. He‘s going to be in 
bombers, because of his flying, but it’s a training outfit, 
thank God. He’ll teach flying while he gets trained as a 
wireless operator. A training outfit. No dangerous 
missions. For now. 
RON
Have you seen my diary? Joan? Where did you just go?
JOAN
Day dreaming. About the - ah - beach.
RON
I’m sorry it wasn’t much of a honeymoon. Quick trip to 
Guernsey after a rushed wedding.
JOAN
Don’t be silly: it was wonderful. All of it.
RON
It just feels like time is precious. I would like to have 
courted you longer. 
(he holds her and says, 
teasingly...)
Wooed you. Made sweet love to you with words.
JOAN
Stop it you.
RON
You deserve it, all the romance in the world.
14.
JOAN
How often can you make it home?
RON
Once a month is my guess. Two day pass. That may be long 
enough for us to get out of the bedroom.
JOAN
You’re incorrigible.
RON
We should start a family, as soon as we can.
JOAN
Should we?
RON
Absolutely. I think, I think we’ve come to a time when we 
must seize all our days like they’re our last. No matter 
what happens in the future, that’s what we shall promise to 
do now. Each minute, each hour shall be sacred, each day 
like it’s heaven sent. Will you do that with me?
JOAN
I will.
RON
I’ll be back in a month. Just a month.
They kiss and he exits.
JOAN
I didn’t know it yet, but I was pregnant. Due in July. What 
a time to have a child, a daughter. We had already picked a 
name. Iris. For my favorite flower. That was Ron’s idea. 
She would need her father but...what if...?
(she wipes the table, fusses)
If. A word of infinite possibilities. If. If he didn't come 
back. You couldn’t help thinking it. You couldn't say it to 
anyone even though it was in all our minds. If he didn't 
come back I would…I didn't know. I could only see a future 
with him in it. This war, it feels like a dream, one from 
which we'll wake up with our men there beside us, warming 
us on a cold morning. But that's just foolishness talking. 
If he didn't come back. Would I love again? Would I work? I 
could go back to teaching drama. When I think about him not 
coming back, a world of doubt crashes down, the whole sky 
falls on me. If he didn't come back? The world would end.
Ken and Lewis enter as Gin gets their 
food.
KEN
Did you see Ron? He was in his full kit.
LEWIS
I did - looked sharp.
15.
KEN
Lewis. I know we’re young but - does it seem fair we get to 
stay at home and our brothers have to go, into harm’s way 
and all?
LEWIS
It doesn’t, I guess.
KEN
I keep thinking of Henry V: “We few, we happy few, we band 
of brothers; For he to-day that sheds his blood with me 
Shall be my brother...” We’re big for our age.
LEWIS
What are you saying?
KEN
Nothing yet. Just thinking out loud. 
GIN
Tea’s ready.
The boys sit and eat as Joan comes 
in, ashen.
GIN
What is it?
JOAN
Germany invaded Belgium, and the Netherlands, and 
Luxembourg. All in one day. Twilight’s over.
GIN
And the Army? Doug?
JOAN
Churchill says they’re fighting. He’s Prime Minister now. 
Chamberlin resigned. The King asked him to step in.
Gin and Joan sit. Ken goes to the 
confessional.
KEN
The tenth of May, 1940 - that’s when it really kicked off. 
The next two weeks were bad. The German army was moving 
fast, cities were falling. News was scarce. The papers 
didn’t tell you much. They had to be careful. I was 
thinking about Doug. Every day. He’d been a dad to us as 
well as a brother. And “we band of brothers” take care of 
each other, look out for each other. Like Lewis and me. 
Unconditional. Always. 
DOUG
(enters)
We were on the River Dyle, waiting for an attack. 
16.
On the fourteenth, they burst through the Ardennes, then 
turned towards the Channel, flanking us. We rushed for 
Lille. It - I didn’t think I’d make it home.
KEN
There was no way to tell you how worried I was back then. I 
kept thinking it wasn’t right that you didn’t have a 
brother to lean on, to be there with you. I kept thinking 
that if anything happened to you, well, I’d step in, take 
your place. Do my part. For you.
DOUG
I know. You were always a good brother.
KEN
That’s when I started thinking it, about signing up, 
underage and all.
DOUG
I thought of you, the family. I thought of Gin without me. 
I realized, in some way,  if I died, that would be the easy 
part. It would be much worse to be left behind. I imagined 
if our places were reversed and she was -
(he can’t)
It would be the end of me. She was right. Faith would have 
to get me back.
KEN
You and Ron, I never said it but, I looked up to you. 
Always will. You were so brave for us. It inspired me to be 
as great as I could in life.
DOUG
We were just trying to stay alive.
KEN
I know that now.
DOUG
The enemy swung north, up along the coast. If they captured 
the ports, we’d be trapped. We headed for this little port. 
I’d never heard of it. Dunkirk. Silly name for a French 
town. Only three things could happen to us there - two of 
them bad: we’d get killed or we’d get captured. The third? 
If we were really lucky, if a miracle happened, we might 
just get rescued.
(he exits)
KEN
King George called for us to unite in worship. I remember 
it clearly, Father. 
17.
The 26 of May, the national day of prayer for the Army. We 
were all going but, I couldn’t sleep the night before, so I 
got up at the crack of dawn and climbed Pendle. Have you 
ever been up there on a clear day? There aren’t many. Dad 
used to say “If you can see Pendle then it's about to rain, 
if you can't then it's already started.” I don’t know what 
drew me there. But I was moved to go up. In 1652, George 
Fox climbed Pendle the same route I took. He had a vision 
on the top. He wrote, “From the top of this hill the Lord 
let me see in what places he had a great people to be 
gathered.” He founded the Quakers after that, after God 
gave him a vision.
(grinning)
I wasn’t going up for a vision, I was going for the quiet, 
for the calm. Or so I thought. There was no wind when I 
reached the top. All was still. The dawn mist filled the 
valley, thin as the wings of angels. It was so quiet. And 
suddenly I heard what George Fox must have heard. For what 
do we hear in the quiet places of the world? What do we 
hear when human industry, human chatter, the noise of our 
busy world drops away to nothing? What do we hear in the 
quiet places of the world, but the voice of the world 
itself. And what is the voice of the world? It is the Voice 
of God. God talks to us through Creation. The lapping 
waves, the trickling sand, the wind howling across the 
plains, whistling through the trees, this is a sacred 
language. Nothing less. God does not use our words, our 
languages. But God speaks to us nonetheless. Sometimes so 
clearly, so loudly, it is deafening, and your heart is 
awed, your brain silent as benediction comes upon you like 
a sudden rain. God cries too, through the world, through 
Creation. I know. I have heard Him weep.
(calmly)
But that was much later, near the end. Back then, I only 
knew what we had to do next. Lewis and me. 
Ken is joined by Gin, Joan and Lewis, 
as well as Rose and Jane. Father Paul 
greets them.
FATHER PAUL
Welcome, welcome, it’s wonderful to see you all. You’re 
radiant, Joan. When’s the date again?
JOAN
Late July.
FATHER PAUL
Wonderful! What a blessing amidst such times. The 
Archbishop has asked me to tell all our Parishioners that 
he is leading prayers for our soldiers in dire peril in 
France on this national day of prayer.
(he leaves them)
18.
GIN
Nothing in the papers, but the King calls for a national 
day of prayer.
JOAN
They must really need a miracle.
GIN
Well then, if we want one, we best pray for one.
The sisters go to the cross. The 
girls join Ken and Lewis.
ROSE
We heard about Doug.
JANE
Is it true he’s at Dunkirk?
LEWIS
We think so. We haven’t heard for certain.
ROSE
We’ll pray for him.
(they go to pray)
KEN
I’ve been thinking.
LEWIS
Haven’t I told you not to do that? It ends up bad for you 
and worse for me.
KEN
Whatever happens, to Doug, I mean, we should join up.
LEWIS
What? We’re too young. We’d need permission. Consent.
KEN
They’re not checking papers in Manchester. There’s a queue, 
not enough staff. They process you fast. Jane’s brother 
told me.
LEWIS
I don’t know, Ken. I mean, what about Gin? Joan?
19.
KEN
This is bigger than Gin and Joan. I keep thinking about 
that sermon. A time to gather stones. A time for war. That 
time is here. Are we going to let this time pass us by 
while people we love go to war for us? 
Lewis has no answer. The women exit 
as they sit at the confessional.
LEWIS
Everyone alive then knows what happened at Dunkirk. 
KEN
Eight hundred boats rescued more than three hundred 
thousand men off the beaches in just nine days. Many at 
night.
LEWIS
And Gin’s prayers were answered: our brother Doug was one 
of them.
DOUG
(entering)
The waiting was the worst. Shells going off on the beaches. 
Fishing boats and yachts, some barely seaworthy, ferrying 
men to ships, some taking them all the way back to Dover. I 
was shoulder deep in water. Five hours I waited to be 
picked up. I’ve never been so scared in all my life, so 
helpless. If one of the bombs being dropped got 
close...most hit the beach and the sand took the explosion. 
So I did what I could: I prayed and waited. Around dusk a 
bomb went off nearby, so close I was sprayed. The blast 
knocked my major out. Major Cooper. Good man. Would have 
drowned but I caught a glimpse in the darkness, a bit of 
light reflecting off his brass. Got his face out of the 
water, got him into the next boat. They hauled me in after 
him. Just like that, I’d been rescued. 
He goes to the table. Lewis and Ken 
mob him. Joan and Ron enter grinning. 
Gin follows.
DOUG
Look who has returned!
GIN
Of course you have. I said you would. You really must stop 
doubting me.
(she smiles and leaps into 
his arms)
Come, let’s have some wine.
20.
DOUG
You have wine? What about rationing?
JOAN
It’s Dandelion wine. Your wife is a genius at making it.
GIN
Tastes like, well, it tastes like Dandelion wine. But it 
does the job. Very strong. Ken, Lewis, would you like a 
glass?
KEN
Us?
LEWIS
Really? Wine?
GIN
It’s a very special occasion.
JOAN
But only one.
KEN
Yes, please.
LEWIS
Yes, please.
RON
To my brother in law, Doug. We prayed for a miracle; they 
sent you instead. But we’re much the richer for it.
ALL TOGETHER
To Doug.
Ron puts some music on. Ron and Joan 
sit, holding each other. Gin and Doug 
dance.
LEWIS
You’ve got that look.
KEN
What look?
LEWIS
The one that makes me really nervous.
KEN
Did you hear what Churchill said after Dunkirk?
21.
LEWIS
“We shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the 
landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the 
streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never 
surrender...”
KEN
No, not that part. “We must be very careful not to assign 
to this deliverance the attributes of a victory. Wars are 
not won by evacuations.”
LEWIS
What about it?
KEN
Doug and Ron. They can’t do this alone. They need us. To 
win the war. 
LEWIS
Us? You and me?
KEN
It’s going to take all of us, Lewis. Everyone “unto the 
breech.” And if Doug’s going, I’m going. Ron will be here, 
flying, so he’ll have Gin and Joan. But Doug’s going to 
Africa. And I’ve decided: he’s not going by himself. He 
needs a brother to watch out for him, like we do for each 
other. 
LEWIS
Bloody hell, Ken. That means I have to go.
KEN
No, you don’t.
LEWIS
Please. You can’t do anything without me. Can’t get a kiss 
from Jane, can’t get out of trouble with Gin. Damn it, if 
you’re going, I’m going too. Besides, three brothers 
watching out for each other is better than two.
KEN
And one in the skies above, watching over all of us.
LEWIS
Let’s steal another glass.
KEN
Quick, Gin’s kissing Doug, now’s our chance.
22.
They exit. The lights dip, leaving 
only Gin, who paces around the table. 
Ron enters.
GIN
Well?
RON
I spoke to Rose and Jane. They wouldn’t say much but...
(Joan enters, agitated)
They went to Manchester. To enlist. I’m sorry.
GIN
When I get my hands on those two - oh, they think they’ve 
seen me mad before. I swear I’ll - Oh, what am I saying? I 
just want them home.
JOAN
I don’t understand any of this. They’re underage!
RON
There are long queues - no one’s checking papers.
GIN
(as Doug enters)
What did you find?
JOAN
Doug?
DOUG
They’ve been shipped south. They planned this well I’m 
afraid.
GIN
Can’t get themselves to Church on time, but pull this off.
JOAN
Surely we can get them back?
DOUG
It’s not that simple. Everything’s signed. They wanted to 
go.
GIN
But they’re boys! Boys!
23.
DOUG
I’m sorry, Ginny. There’s nothing we can do, in time 
anyway.
Ron comforts Joan as they exit.
DOUG
I’ve been ordered out, tomorrow. I’ll catch up with them 
soon. We’ll be in the same outfit, that’s how it works.
GIN
Doug, I -
DOUG
What is it?
GIN
I have to ask you something. It’s not fair, but...
DOUG
You can ask me anything, Ginny. You know that.
GIN
Bring them back.
DOUG
What?
GIN
You must watch over them, protect them, and you must bring 
them back.
DOUG
Oh, I see.
GIN
I know it’s a huge thing to ask. Impossible really and 
unfair even. But Joan and I have always looked after them. 
And we can’t be there. But you can. So you have to promise 
me that you’ll bring them home.
DOUG
That is a lot to ask. 
GIN
I know it is. But I can’t ask anyone else. I’ll pray for 
you and them every night. I’ll ask God to watch out for you 
all, but - even God needs servants. And you are the only 
one who can do this.
DOUG
If that’s what you want - here’s my vow, and it’s a bitter 
one: either we’ll all come back, or none of us will.
GIN
Don’t say that.
24.
DOUG
That’s the way it will work, Ginny. All or nothing, I’m 
afraid. That’s the only promise I can make. I won’t come 
back without them.
GIN
All right. Thank you, Doug. I love you so much.
DOUG
I love you too, Gin.
They kiss and he exits. Ken and Lewis 
enter. Gin glares at them. They go to 
the confessional.
KEN
Basic training.
LEWIS
Basic is the word. Hardly learned a thing.
KEN
Already knew how to get up early.
LEWIS
Already knew how to work hard.
KEN
How to shoot a gun.
LEWIS
The Drill Sergeants weren’t half as tough as Gin.
KEN
Or Joan.
LEWIS
Basic training. 
KEN
We had no idea what we were in for in North Africa.
LEWIS
But we’d learn, Father.
KEN
The hard way.
LEWIS
We’d have some good teachers when it came to it.
KEN
Some got to us just in time.
LEWIS
Like Monty, a great teacher, got there when all seemed 
lost.
25.
KEN
And we’d have the hardest, strictest, most brutal teacher 
of them all.
LEWIS
Rommel.
KEN
Rommel.
LEWIS
We’d learn from him, all right: learn how to fight.
KEN
How to survive.
LEWIS
And eventually, how to win.
KEN
The bastard didn’t mean to teach us that!
LEWIS
Doug caught up with us. Gave us a tongue lashing that would 
do Gin proud. But by then we were on our way to North 
Africa.
KEN
We’d been assigned to the Western Desert Force.
LEWIS
They changed it’s name in September.
KEN
The Eighth Army. 
LEWIS
We wrote to Gin and Joan all the time. 
KEN
It was the least we could do. 
(they exit as Joan and Gin 
enter)
JOAN
They wrote to us every week at the least. As mad as I was 
with them, I’ll say this: they told us everything.
GIN
Doug says he bumped into his Major from Dunkirk just before 
Operation Crusader and the landing.
They read. Doug enters and spots 
someone.
26.
DOUG
Major Cooper?
MAJOR
Doug Davies! Good lord! Haven’t seen you since Dunkirk.
DOUG
No, sir.
MAJOR
Terrible business there wasn’t it? Wouldn’t have made it on 
that boat without you! Don’t think I don’t know it. Good 
job that, saving my life and all. My wife joked that my 
brass saved my ass. She speaks like that when we’re alone 
you understand, like a sailor.
DOUG
Sir, I have a favour to ask.
MAJOR
Anything. Just name it. I could promote you to Lieutenant 
if you like.
DOUG
No, sir. 
MAJOR
Captain?
DOUG
I’m a working soldier, sir. It’s my brothers, my wife’s 
brothers.
MAJOR
Ah, the in-laws. Know all about those. The wife’s relatives 
drop by so much I think they live with us. And come to 
think of it, they talk a bit like sailors too. What kind of 
family did I marry into exactly?
DOUG
They’ve signed up, sir. They’re with us here in Tobruk and - 
well, sir, I had to promise to take care of them. Bring 
them back actually.
MAJOR
Ah, I see. Tough job that. Well, I need a new Supply Master 
and he’ll need an assistant. Would keep them out of harm’s 
way. Most of the time anyway. Well, as far from it as you 
can be in such a godforsaken place.
DOUG
Thank you, sir. That would be a huge relief.
MAJOR
Any time, Sergeant .
27.
DOUG
Ah, Private actually, sir.
MAJOR
Don’t be silly. Carry on, Sergeant.
The Major exits. Ken and Lewis enter.
DOUG
Lewis, I’ve got news: you’re to be the Supply Master. 
LEWIS
Supply Master? What’s that?
DOUG
Your job. Whatever we need, you get. No questions asked. 
LEWIS
Like stealing?
DOUG
Borrowing. To be returned after the war. And if you get 
caught, it was all your idea. You understand?
KEN
It sounds like fun!
DOUG
Fun? Ken, the army is about to cross into Libya to attack 
Rommel’s Panzers. Do you have any idea what that means? Men 
will die.
KEN
I didn’t mean nothing by it, Doug. I’m just making the best 
of things.
LEWIS
It’s just - we’re glad you’re here with us.
DOUG
Well, I’m not. You don’t know what you’re in for.
KEN
Don’t say that Doug! You can’t mean that. We’re brothers. 
We take care of each other. You, us, and us, you. That’s 
the way it works.
28.
DOUG
You’re going to take care of me? How is that going to 
happen exactly?
KEN
You’ll see.
(he storms off)
JOAN
Besides letters, we went to the movies to get our news. 
Usually with Rose and Jane. They missed Ken and Lewis 
terribly.
They all sit: flickering light hits 
them.
GIN
Every Saturday morning, before a film. 
JOAN
British Pathe News.
ROSE
They kept you up to date in a way the papers couldn’t. 
JOAN
We could see the places they were writing to us about.
GIN
Tobruk and Bardia.
JOAN
Mersa Metruh and Alam El Halfa.
ROSE
We followed it all, suffered through it from afar.
JANE
Battle by battle.
GIN
We wept at their defeats.
JOAN
Cheered their triumphs.
ROSE
Loved it when Monty called Rommel a “nuisance.” 
JANE
And that they would give him a “thwack.”
GIN
And we cried when they won at El Alamein: the beginning of 
the end in Africa. By January, Rommel would be driven all 
the way back to Tunisia.
29.
JOAN
We were always thinking of our brothers.
ROSE
Of Lewis.
JANE
And Ken.
GIN
And my beloved Doug.
JOAN
We prayed the worst part was over.
GIN
The worst part? No. We weren’t there yet.
JOAN
Though I didn’t know, 27 January 1943 would change my life 
forever.
Rose and Jane exit as Ron enters.
GIN
Ron! Sneaking in!
RON
Don’t want to wake Iris. That girl could cry for England.
JOAN
Yes, but our daughter couldn’t be woken by an explosion 
fortunately.
GIN
I’ll get some Dandelion wine. Don’t know what I’d do 
without it.
RON
That sounds wonderful.
JOAN
(as Gin exits)
What is it? You look...What’s the matter.
RON
We’re being moved to Kirmington. 
JOAN
Whatever for?
RON
We’ve been reformed. The 142 and 150 are joining us. 
JOAN
What does that mean, Ron?
30.
RON
We’re not providing training anymore.
JOAN
Oh. I see. What then?
RON
Night bombings. We’re switching to Lancasters. 
JOAN
And what will you do? 
RON
Wireless operator. During missions. It’s my turn.
Joan feels faint and sits as Gin 
enters. 
GIN
What is it?
(joining Joan)
RON
Thirty missions. That was the magic number. Thirty and you 
had done your part. Doesn’t sound like a lot, does it? You 
could do that in a month if it was called for. But, the 
truth was, half the crews were gone by the tenth. Only one 
in eight would make it to fifty if you signed up again. We 
were suffering the highest losses of the war. But we got to 
come home some weekends. That was the bargain, that was the 
terrible math. Weekends at home in exchange for thirty 
missions but half of you won’t make it to ten.
Ron goes to Joan and they exit. Gin 
follows. Ken and Lewis wander, 
staring into the night.
KEN
Lewis? I’ve been thinking.
LEWIS
That’s not good for you. Or for me for that matter.
KEN
No, really, I’ve been thinking - do you think after this -
LEWIS
I’ve told you before - don’t think about after! There’s 
only right now. Only the next moment. That’s how we get 
through.
KEN
I know and I do. But when it’s quiet. See, I’ve been going 
on these walks, away from our camp. It’s so quiet in the 
desert - just the wind. I didn’t know that I liked quiet so 
much. It’s beautiful. 
31.
So I just like to stand there - me and the sand and the 
wind. And God maybe. God may be there too.
LEWIS
I like mornings - when I wake up before the bugle call. The 
red dawn light on the wall of the tent. The flapping of the 
canvas. It’s easy to think you’re somewhere else.
KEN
On these walks, I’ve been thinking about Jane.
LEWIS
In the mornings, I’ve been thinking about Rose.
KEN
So I’ve been wondering. Do you think, after all this, do 
you think it’s hard to go back, to the way you were before?
LEWIS
I don’t follow.
KEN
Being here, it’s changing me. I mean, I know I’m still Ken 
from Pendle Hill, Lewis’ brother. I guess it’s growing up  
but - it feels all unnatural. Like we skipped something 
important. That I went from a kid who fished to a soldier, 
a man, right away, all of a sudden like, but missed 
something, lost out on something human as we went.
LEWIS
A man? You? Please.
KEN
Lewis, I’m serious. I feel it happened all at once, with 
nothing in between.
LEWIS
I guess if you pressed me, I might feel that way a bit too.
KEN
So, do you think it’s easy to go back, to ask out a girl, 
to be nice to her and tender and loving to her after this? 
Or do you think this is always with you, something you 
never escape, making you hard, unloving even?
LEWIS
I don’t know, Ken. I wish I did but - listen, you better 
not take too many of those walks. Don’t get distracted. 
Distractions -
32.
KEN
- get you killed. I know. I haven’t forgotten what you told 
me. I’ve just been wondering is all, wondering what we’ll 
be like, when we go back. If we’ll fit in, or always feel 
like we’re on the outside, looking in, lost like.
Ken exits. Lewis wonders too. The 
Major enters.
MAJOR
Sergeant?
LEWIS
Yes, sir?
MAJOR
How are you tonight, Sergeant?
LEWIS
Good, sir.
MAJOR
You’ve done a great job here - keeping the wheels greased 
by whatever means you could, even when it meant offending 
local customs. Or laws.
LEWIS
Thank you, sir.
MAJOR
Of course, when the locals got wind of it, a stripe had to 
go, didn’t it? How many times have you been a Sergeant now?
LEWIS
Six times, sir.
MAJOR
Six times? Marvellous. Got to be a record. What was the 
first again?
LEWIS
Lost a stripe for those tires I borrowed in Tobruk.
MAJOR
Ah, yes, jolly good that was, getting those spare tires for 
the trucks from the local buses. Inspired, you might say. 
But of course, you had to be punished when the locals - I 
mean, when I found out.
33.
LEWIS
Naturally, sir. I wouldn’t have it any other way.
MAJOR
Well, Sergeant, I‘ve been thinking about the men. Big 
victory over Rommel and all. But rations are low, not much 
rum or beer. And the local laws forbid the sale of alcohol. 
The shortage may be affecting morale.
LEWIS
I had noticed, sir.
MAJOR
I’m worried that the men might start making stills. You 
know, turning potatoes into their own spirits.
LEWIS
I haven’t noticed anything like that.
MAJOR
(hands him a paper)
See, the stills would look just like this. Quite small, 
hard to spot really. All the parts, readily available 
throughout the camp.
LEWIS
(pointing)
What’s that there, sir?
MAJOR
Gauze. Helps filter it. You can get some from the nurses.
LEWIS
Yes, sir.
MAJOR
So keep your eyes peeled for one, Sergeant.
The Major exits as Doug enters.
DOUG
There you are! Where’s Ken?
LEWIS
Walking in the dunes. Thinking.
DOUG
You know I don’t approve of that.
LEWIS
I know.
DOUG
Word’s come - we’re invading Italy. Sicily actually, July’s 
my guess. I think Monty is racing some American, Patton, to 
liberate the island.
34.
LEWIS
Italy? Always wanted to see it. Not like this though.
DOUG
I - I haven’t said it before, but - it has been nice having 
the two of you here. It would have been a long haul, alone, 
especially when things were bleak. You remind me of home. 
It’s helped.
LEWIS
Doug? Ken asked this question: do you think we get to go 
back, return to how we were? After, I mean.
DOUG
I can’t say. I try not to think about after. 
LEWIS
When we were in Libya...that night...waking up with some 
men...their throats slit in their sleep...the blood... 
everywhere...waking up to that...
DOUG
You think I don’t remember it? He was coming for 
me...that...
(spits the words)
Libyan bastard. With his knife dripping blood. Killing men 
in their sleep? Cowards. If I hadn’t had my gun...scared 
him off and then saw...the blood.
LEWIS
So? How do you forget that?
DOUG
You don’t. You live with it - a war wound no one can see. 
In the pub, you tell them the good bits, the heroic bits. 
They’ll buy you rounds. You don’t tell them about the 
wounds they can’t see. Ever. What’s got into you?
LEWIS
I don’t know. I - I just - I need some gauze.
(he exits)
DOUG
How could I tell him we were changed forever. When we 
started to win against Rommel, some Libyans switched sides, 
signed up to fight with us. Looking at their faces...I 
could only see his, see his knife. And I was filled with 
this all consuming hatred of them. That’s what was born in 
me in this place, a bigotry so deep...In Mersa Matruh, I 
saw some women at the market with their children. I hated 
them. It’s not a war story you tell anyone, except maybe 
when you’re so drunk you can’t hide it anymore. 
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And you let it slip, the vehemence, the spite, and the next 
day, no one mentions it when they see you because they 
don’t know what to say, don’t know if they can judge you. 
My prejudice was born in the desert and it lived a long, 
full life. A hidden scar, buried in your heart.
He exits. Ron enters with Joan, 
holding her.
JOAN
Gin will hear!
RON
I don’t care!
JOAN
Stop it! We’ve all night! 
RON
Where’s our daughter?
JOAN
Iris is asleep. I sent her to bed early. So we could be 
alone.
RON
So I’m not the only one feeling - amorous! 
JOAN
Shh!
RON
Are you drunk?
JOAN
No, it’s Gin’s turn! But I can have a bit more.
(Ron sits as Joan pours wine)
I thought it would be better for me, with Ron still in 
England, even with the missions. He would come home on 
leave and I would forget everything. He'd play with Iris 
and we'd go for walks in the valley or up Pendle. You could 
forget the rationing, the war, everything else in the world 
except your family. But leave would end. He'd go back to 
the base. And every mission - it was a dozen good byes. Two 
dozen. Thirty. That was the only number in the world. 
Thirty and he would be done. I died a little on each of 
those missions. I buried myself every time he took off. 
It's strange to know you would never love again. I didn't 
think it would be so clear.
RON
There you go again.
JOAN
What?
36.
RON
A million miles away.
JOAN
No, not really. Right here, with you.
RON
Good!
Ron carries Joan out. Ken and Lewis 
enter.
KEN
We invaded Sicily on 10 July, 1943.
LEWIS
Operation Husky.
KEN
The idea was that if Sicily fell, Italy might exit the war.
LEWIS
The Americans started to the west of us.
KEN
Things moved fast: Palazzolo, Augusta, Vizzini and Syracuse 
in four days.
LEWIS
We got held up here and there. Sometimes it was fierce.
KEN
Five weeks it took to take the island.
LEWIS
Five weeks and 12,000 casualties.
KEN
12,000! Growing up in a small village, I couldn’t even 
picture 12,000 men. When the numbers get so big, they feel 
unreal. If you lost nine out of ten friends, you could 
picture that. You could feel the tragedy in it. But 
12,000...how many was that? But those were the numbers 
facing us.
LEWIS
12,000, but not the three of us. Is it a sin that I thanked 
God for that? 
KEN
We kept supplying the troops.
LEWIS
Kept the Major happy.
37.
MAJOR
(entering)
Sergeant?
LEWIS
Yes, sir?
MAJOR
I’ve just got the most awful news from these gentlemen -
(gestures off stage)
LEWIS
What’s that sir?
MAJOR
Seems some of the men built a still. And they’ve been in 
town a bit drunk. Some may have even stolen some wine, a 
good vintage. I hear.
LEWIS
I’m afraid that’s true, sir. I didn’t want to bother you 
with the news.
MAJOR
Sergeant, this is awful, just awful. We must respect the 
local communities. It’s essential. I’m afraid this business 
is going to cost you a stripe.
LEWIS
Oh, no, sir.
MAJOR
Yes, yes. I have no choice. As Supply Master, you must keep 
better track of these things. Illegal stills! Well, I 
never.
(to the unseen locals)
Gentleman. Shall we go to my office and put this business 
behind us?
(to Lewis)
Temperature’s a bit high, Corporal. Drop it a bit and it’ll 
be smoother.
LEWIS
Yes, sir.
Ken and Lewis salute and exit. 
INTERMISSION
ACT TWO
Ron enters.
38.
RON
Our early missions weren’t rough - dropping mines at sea 
and such. But they got worse as things heated up. It was a 
strange business, night bombing. You’d fly over Europe, 
dodging flak, praying it wasn’t you that got hit and twenty 
minutes later you’d be downing pints, getting drunk, or at 
a dance letting loose. It was a strange business to fly 
into chaos and fly back to calm, to have such extremes in 
the space of hours. It took its toll on some. I had a photo 
of Joan and Iris. I’d hold it as the plane shook from the 
flak. I’d hold the photo and try to make it real, try to 
get through the chaos and back home to that pint, to them. 
I was getting near my thirty. But I kept thinking of my 
brothers and what I owed them. How could I step back when 
they were at the front, pushing on? Ken used to say 
brothers look out for each other, always. Could I do any 
less?
JOAN
(entering)
You’re early!
RON
Come here, darling.
JOAN
Ron? What is it?
RON
It was a busy month.
JOAN
And?
RON
I’ve done my thirty.
JOAN
(Joan hugs him; he does not 
hug her)
You didn’t. Say you didn’t.
RON
I had to.
JOAN
You promised you were going back to training.
RON
Another thirty. That will be it - I swear.
JOAN
How could you?
RON
I keep thinking about Doug and Ken and Lewis. I owe them. I 
owe all of us. 
39.
(she cannot face him)
I - I’ll see you in a bit. I’m heading up to bed. 
Ron leaves as Gin enters with a 
bottle of Dandelion wine. She fills 
two glasses.
JOAN
When did we start drinking Dandelion wine at breakfast?
GIN
I heard you and Ron fighting last night.
JOAN
He’s doing another stint.
GIN
You must have known.
JOAN
I didn’t want to admit it. It’s hard not to love him for 
it. And hate him too. He was so close to getting out of the 
business.
GIN
There’s no getting out for any of us until it’s all over. 
We’re all trapped.
JOAN
Look at you, taking care of me. Ron was just here and you 
haven’t seen Doug in years. 
GIN
Sometimes, when its cold, I roll over expecting his warmth. 
But he’s not there. Just an empty space. Then I remember. 
That’s when I started drinking at breakfast. And lunch. And 
dinner.
JOAN
I miss the racket Ken and Lewis could cook up. When they 
were here I couldn’t get it quiet enough, now I miss the 
noise.
GIN
(going to the window)
It’s him.
Joan joins Gin. Father Paul enters.
JOAN
“Him” meant Father Paul. You'd see him at the end of the 
road. All in black. His collar shinning in the morning 
light. He jumped out from the grey stones of the houses, 
unmistakable. 
40.
GIN
Ten homes, terraced, on each side of the road. Then a lane, 
then ten more. Forty houses in total. You'd see him at the 
end of the road. Nine in the morning sharp, if he had a 
telegram. 
JOAN
We'd all be on the steeps sweeping, pretending to be there 
by chance, or standing at our windows. If it was one minute 
past nine, the street was safe. Those were good days - the 
dandelion wine was sweet, not bitter. 
GIN
But when you did see him at the end of the road, a cold 
chill took your heart and you knew: a mother was losing a 
son, a wife her husband, a sister her brother. 
JOAN
Forty houses. A game of chance with Death as the prize. 
Forty houses. And one chance in forty Death was coming for 
you.
They watch him pass by and exit.
GIN
Not us.
JOAN
He’s going next door, to Margaret’s.
GIN
I’ll get the wine. She’ll need some.
They exit. Ken, Lewis, Doug and Major 
enter.
KEN
Where we headed, sir?
MAJOR
Place called Cassino.
LEWIS
Never heard of it.
KEN
Shouldn’t be too rough then.
MAJOR
Best to be as prepared as possible. One never knows, does 
one?
(studying his map)
Should be able to see it by now.
He looks through his binoculars. He 
says nothing. He hands them to Doug. 
41.
Doug looks, says nothing, and hands 
them to Lewis.
LEWIS
Bloody hell. Begging your pardon, sir.
MAJOR
No, no. Quite right. Bloody hell it looks like.
KEN
What’s that on top of the mountain?
MAJOR
Benedictine Monastery. Founded by Saint Benedict himself. 
Key part of the Gustav Line. Once we’re through it, Rome’s 
on the other side.
LEWIS
It’s hopeless.
MAJOR
Not hopeless, just not much hope, I’m afraid. 
LEWIS
Churchill said Italy was the soft underbelly of Europe.
MAJOR
Obviously never been here. Nothing soft up there. Sheer 
cliffs. A thousand nooks and crannies. And Paratroopers 
too. The best of the best.
DOUG
What’s the plan, sir?
MAJOR
Frontal attack.
DOUG
Very funny, sir.
MAJOR
I wish it was, Sergeant. We’re supporting a push. This is 
our bit, to take the hill in front, where the Castle is. 
Spread the word.
Doug exits. The brothers go to the 
confessional.
42.
KEN
The Battle of Monte Cassino they called it, like it was one 
battle.
LEWIS
It lasted four months. Four months being stalked by Death.
KEN
There would be no supply duties here. It was every man up 
front.
LEWIS
The first month was vicious.
Doug comes in. They hide as bullets 
fly.
KEN
It was house to house in the town.
LEWIS
Street to street.
DOUG
Sometimes you’d be on the first floor.
LEWIS
And German Paratroopers would be above you.
KEN
And neither of you would know about the other.
LEWIS
It was chaos.
KEN
You slept in shifts.
DOUG
And fought, door to door, your nerves so frayed your body 
screamed.
LEWIS
Then the word came.
The bullets stop. The Major enters.
MAJOR
I’ve got some news. They’re going to carpet bomb the town 
tomorrow.
DOUG
But that’ll make things worse! They’ll be rubble 
everywhere.
43.
MAJOR
And they’re flattening the Monastery.
KEN
Flattening it?
MAJOR
Indeed.
LEWIS
But the Germans aren’t dug in there. They’ve respected it.
MAJOR
But they could. Dig in, that is. Let the men know.
(exits)
DOUG
This is bad. They’re making a mess of it.
LEWIS
We’ll never get up there if it’s all rubble. They’ll hide 
between rocks.
KEN
You can’t bomb a Monastery! It’s not right.
LEWIS
Settle down, Ken.
KEN
We’ve fought around churches, never in them. Neither do 
they. If we do this, there’s no going back.
DOUG
Sit down, Ken. Let’s get some rest. While we can.
KEN
How could they sleep? All I could think about was this 
Monastery getting flattened. It seemed all backwards. Like 
we were doing the wrong thing all of a sudden. I felt it in 
my bones. When the first bombs fell the next day, I felt it 
again. Some terrible price would be paid for this. Ever 
since I’d heard the Voice on Pendle, I’d said my prayers 
each night, for Doug and Lewis, for Gin and Joan, for Ron. 
But that night? I couldn’t say them. Watching the Monastery 
turned into rubble, I knew something awful was coming. 
There would be retribution for this, from above. I just 
didn’t know what it would be. 15 of February, 1944. That 
was the day.
He exits. Gin and Joan enter.
JOAN
It’s him.
44.
They go to the window as Father Paul 
enters. They fill with horror. He’s 
not passing by. 
FATHER PAUL
Ms. Potter?
JOAN
No, no, no.
FATHER PAUL
I have a telegram. May I come in?
JOAN
(shaking as she takes it and 
reads)
He’s been shot down. He’s missing. My Ron!
FATHER PAUL
Over Berlin. But the other planes counted the parachutes: 
every man got out alive. As things stand, that’s good news.
JOAN
So he might be alive? Captured, but alive?
Ron enters and looks at them.
GIN
Of course he could be. Of course.
RON
I wanted to be there, to tell them. We’d been shot down 
near Berlin. We all got out all right. Floating in the 
night, fires down below, the lights of towns, it was so 
lonely, the most desolate feeling I’d ever known. I had the 
photo of Joan and Iris. I took it out and looked at it as I 
drifted down. I don’t know why. I should have expected a 
quick capture and the rest of the war as a POW. But somehow 
- I knew I’d never see the inside of a camp, I knew that 
this was the end of my time here. So I looked at them, the 
rulers of my heart, my being, all the way down. So they 
were the last thing I saw when soldiers on the ground 
machine gunned us out of the sky.
Sudden shots are fired. The lights 
drop. Ken and Lewis sit at the 
Confessional.
KEN
We had no way of knowing Ron was dead.  
LEWIS
Official word wouldn’t come until after the war. 
45.
KEN
I still remember looking at the rubble of the Monastery, 
watching the little specks, German Paratroopers, finding 
spots in the ruins, and thinking some evil would come from 
what had been done here.
(Ron enters)
But I didn’t know it would be you that paid. We weren’t 
there for you. One of us should have been. We left a 
brother behind. You don’t do that.
RON
There’s nothing you could have done.
KEN
We had each other, you needed us, we failed you.
RON
No, you were always a good brother.
KEN
It’s been fifty years and I still think of you, floating, 
helpless, as they shot you down. I wish I could have been 
there for you, in those last moments, not to stop it but, 
just so you’d have someone, like I had Lewis and Doug.
RON
I know.
KEN
You were more than my brother. When things got bad, I 
always thought of us, on your motorbike, the wind in our 
hair. I thought of you and Joan playing with us. But 
mostly, I thought of the wind in our hair. And you.
(Ron exits)
LEWIS
Three more months we fought at Cassino. 
KEN
House to house in the town.
LEWIS
Rock to rock up the mountain.
KEN
Men were losing their minds. 40,000 at Anzio with shell 
shock. The brass called them non-combat injuries.
LEWIS
One Sunday, during prayers, the Chaplain said: “God save 
us. Come yourself. Don’t send Jesus. This is no place for 
children.”
46.
KEN
Then, in the middle of it all, the strangest thing 
happened: a German paratrooper appeared with a white flag. 
They wanted to gather the dead and rescue their injured.
LEWIS
The Major made a deal with them and we went out to gather 
our’s. Sometimes you had to help a German with a body. 
KEN
Sometimes, they helped you.
LEWIS
They were even swapping cigarettes with us.
KEN
It sounds strange but they looked just like us! I’d never 
seen a German. 
LEWIS
The Major traded addresses with their Captain. Said whoever 
lost the war would have to visit the other when it was over 
and buy a round.
KEN
And then, when it was done, we went back to trying to kill 
each other.
LEWIS
Three months it was like that, with Death towering above 
us. 
KEN
I always wondered, Father, if it’s a sin to kill in war. I 
shot a lot of men. Saw some of them, but other times I was 
just firing at a shadow, at a place where death might be 
lurking for me. 
(wondering)
Will God forgive us for that? Or do those who kill by the 
sword really die by it too?
LEWIS
When you could, you’d just sleep in the trench, right 
there, so tired you looked dead. Or so I’ve been told.
Ken and Lewis exit. Gin and Joan 
enter.
JOAN
I should be at home. There may be news.
GIN
The cinema will do us good. 
They sit, the newsreel starts.
47.
NEWSCASTER (O.S.)
The Gustav Line has proven a tough one to break through. 
After nearly four months of fighting, the Allies are making 
little progress on the road to Rome.
GIN
(sits bolt upright)
Look! In the trench!
JOAN
It’s Lewis! Lewis!
They start to scream. Father Paul is 
there.
FATHER PAUL
Gin, Joan, what is it?
JOAN
The body! In the trench! It’s Lewis.
GIN
Doug, what about Doug? Did you see him? And Ken?
FATHER PAUL
Come, come, you’re upsetting everyone. Let’s get you home.
JOAN
Lewis...no, oh, Lewis.
FATHER PAUL
(escorting them)
There’s been no telegram. There would be.
GIN
It was him. All my prayers turned to ash, my faith in 
ruins.
FATHER PAUL
Don’t say that. We must always have our faith.
JOAN
God has deserted this family. First Ron missing, now Lewis 
dead.
GIN
And what about Doug and Ken? I can’t face this. I can’t.
FATHER PAUL
Will you pray with me? I know it’s not much, but we must 
take some comfort where we can. I tried to sign up but they 
turned me down. I tell myself that God needed me here, so, 
it’s all I have: will you pray with me?
48.
GIN
Of course, father. I’m sorry. Maybe God will hear this 
prayer.
FATHER PAUL
He hears them all, Gin. He just doesn’t answer them all the 
way we want.
They pray as Joan pours herself wine.
JOAN
We took turns drinking too much, in case the children 
needed us. What would they say if you did that now? Two 
young mothers, one drunk every night? It numbed the pain 
and let you feel something else...anything else. At 
breakfast we’d say “Not today.” But by the time the light 
left the sky and the darkness came and all hope left the 
world...a bottle would come out and we’d start. Our garage 
was full of barrels making this stuff, made with one 
purpose: to ease the pain. But it came back every morning 
as you woke in your empty bed. And you knew, that night, 
we’d be at it again. And we weren’t the only ones. The 
whole street did the same. They won’t put that in the 
history books.
GIN
(rising)
Thank you, Father. That helped. Some wine?
FATHER PAUL
Lovely. Yes, thank you.
They exit. There is gunfire. Ken and 
Lewis help Doug with the Major, who 
has been shot.
MAJOR
How bad?
DOUG
The medic’s coming, sir.
MAJOR
You saved me at Dunkirk, but not this time, I’m afraid.
DOUG
Don’t say that.
MAJOR
I need a favour, for my family, if it’s not too much.
DOUG
Anything, sir, after all you’ve done for us.
MAJOR
My wife. We had a daughter, just after we shipped out. 
Never met her. Never will it seems.
49.
(weeping)
I just wonder if you could tell her about me. What kind of 
man I was. That I did my best, even when up against it.
KEN
We’ll tell her, sir, about all the men you saved.
LEWIS
Absolutely.
MAJOR
Tell them they were my last thoughts. Don’t tell them how 
scared I was when the end was near, that I cried.
Ken turns away. Doug rises and slowly 
leaves. The two brothers go to the 
Confessional.
KEN
He was a good man. He arranged the truce. Saved a lot of 
lives.
LEWIS
He made me a Sergeant seven times in three years. Never a 
harsh word.
The Major rises.
KEN
We should have thanked you, at the end there. 
MAJOR
There wasn’t much time.
KEN
We visited your daughter like you asked. A few times 
actually. Showed her lots of photos. We didn’t tell her 
about any of the bad bits. Doug told her about Dunkirk. 
Lewis told her about the tires. And the still. And the red 
wine. We even went to her wedding, stood in for you as best 
we could.
MAJOR
You were good soldiers, good men.
KEN
No, we were boys still, just trying to do the best we 
could.
MAJOR
I know: as younger brothers do.
KEN
You saved our lives, so many times. Thank you.
(the Major exits)
50.
LEWIS
His death didn’t slow the fighting.
KEN
We were ordered to attack. Again.
LEWIS
It was to be the fourth battle of Monte Cassino.
KEN
We got to a ridge and were about to storm their positions. 
It was hopeless. Shots were coming from everywhere. 
LEWIS
This was it. We were going to die. Get shot.
KEN
Or the cliffs would get us: you could fall to your death. 
That happened.
LEWIS
So we were crouched behind this rock with death towering 
over us when -
KEN
A bugle called out from the mountain top.
LEWIS
It sounded so strange, music, in this place.
KEN
And when it stopped.
LEWIS
The silence.
KEN
I cannot describe it...After four months of fighting, four 
months of praying for your life, four months of shelling 
and shooting all around you, and then...this silence filled 
the valley.
LEWIS
There were no animals left to make noise, having long 
abandoned us.
KEN
No wind, nothing.
LEWIS
The silence that descended, so total, so complete - it was -
KEN
It was the Voice of God.
LEWIS
The Voice of God, deafening in its beauty.
51.
KEN
Telling us we had been delivered from this place.
LEWIS
A flag went up. Red and White. 
KEN
The Polish had taken Monte Cassino.
LEWIS
We raced up the mountain, in case the Paratroopers came 
back.
KEN
But they were gone.
LEWIS
All that remained were the injured. I went to the back of 
the ruins and there was a German Corporal there with a 
bandage on his leg. He reached inside his tunic, like he 
was going for a gun. I lifted my rifle and -
Lewis smashes the butt into the face 
of the imagined soldier. Again and 
again.
LEWIS
Blood exploded from his face. I couldn’t stop. The rage. I - 
I kept going. Smashing, smashing. His face wasn’t human 
anymore. His blood covered me, filling my eyes, forcing me 
to stop. His hand slid out of his tunic. A photo of his 
family fell from his hand. I felt nothing. 
KEN
18 of May, 1944.
LEWIS
A day I’ll never forget. 
KEN
Monte Cassino was the worst battle in Western Europe since 
World War 1. 
LEWIS
105,000 died in Italy over the four months. Another 40,000 
were shell shocked, nearly mad.
KEN
105,000. 40,000. More numbers you couldn’t understand.
LEWIS
Rome fell on the fourth of June.
52.
KEN
But it was quickly forgotten.
LEWIS
Two days later was the sixth of June. D-Day.
KEN
It was the first time we dared think it.
LEWIS
Dared imagine it.
KEN
Dared say it aloud.
LEWIS
We were going to win the war. We might make it home.
KEN
But I should have remembered the sermon of your granddad. 
“A time of war, a time of peace.” But there was the “time 
of hate” before that. It was close. So very close.
Ken and Lewis exit as Gin and Joan 
enter. They put out afternoon tea. 
Rose and Jane arrive.
GIN
Rose, Jane, please sit. Thank you for coming.
ROSE
Thanks for having us Gin, Joan.
JOAN
Not at all,. In fact, we haven’t seen enough of each other.
JANE
Is it true, about the newsreel? Everyone’s talking about 
it.
ROSE
My Lewis, did you see him? Dead?
GIN
Rose, I - I think I did..
JANE
And Ken, did you see him?
53.
JOAN
No. But there hasn’t been a telegram. About either.  That’s 
good news.
ROSE
My dad says there are so many dead, they haven’t had time 
to send all the families telegrams.
GIN
Those are just rumors. We must try not to listen to them.  
JANE
What do you think?
GIN
Me? I - I -
JOAN
We still have faith. There’s no word about Ron either. 
Nothing official. That’s good too. 
ROSE
Have you kept your faith too, Gin?
GIN
Doug promised me he’d bring them home. I hold on to that.
JANE
What do you think the world would be like, without them? My 
mum says I’m too young to think such thoughts.
ROSE
Mine says I’d find another boy. But if they died fighting 
for us, wouldn’t we owe them more than that? 
JOAN
We would.
JANE
Our mom’s won’t say that.
ROSE
But we think maybe that’s true too.
GIN
Your mothers don’t want you to grow up. That’s all. Let’s 
go to the fire. There’s a chill.
They exit, leaving Joan.
54.
JOAN
No news came that winter. Maybe there were too many dead 
for telegrams. I had to believe Ron was alive. The silence 
was awful. I was in limbo, between worlds. We didn’t tell 
Iris. We tried to let her have whatever little childhood 
was left to her. Those days were long and sweet for her, 
sheltered from the truth. For me and Gin they were endless. 
We’d have Rose and Jane over, and tell them stories about 
Ken and Lewis, to keep them alive in our thoughts. We even 
showed them that photo of the boys in the bath, naked, 
together. When you laughed, you could forget. And that 
forgetting was heaven sent, pure bliss. Better than wine.
She exits: Ken, Lewis and Doug enter.
KEN
The three of us were sent back to Cassino after Rome fell.
LEWIS
Our job was to collect the dog tags of all that we could 
find.
DOUG
Some had been rotting for months.
KEN
The smell of death. It was everywhere. 
LEWIS
But so it was you might come across a man.
DOUG
Someone you’d had a chat with, or a drink, a friend even.
KEN
And you’d remember them that way, alive, full of dreams.
LEWIS
And you got to say your goodbye.
DOUG
It was strangely bittersweet, walking in that valley of 
death.
KEN
They gave us light duties the rest of that fall and winter.
DOUG
By the spring of ‘45, we were back in action, racing north.
55.
KEN
Florence fell.
LEWIS
And soon we were into Austria. 
KEN
And I was about to bear witness to the end of days.
DOUG
The whole war, Ken had wanted to ride a tank. I got a 
commander from the 11th to give him one. A cease fire had 
been declared so they could check on a displaced persons 
camp and help control a typhus outbreak.
(Doug and Lewis exit)
KEN
We rode through these orchards. It was hard to believe 
there had been a war. People watched us drive by with 
quizzical looks on their faces. The wind reminded me of 
riding with Ron. I remember wondering how he was.
(thinking)
And then, there was a smell, from Monte Cassino. But 
looking at the orchards and the houses...I thought I was 
imagining it and put it aside.
(pointing)
We turned up a road. There were no orchards anymore. No 
houses. We went up it and saw the gates and -
(horror fills his face)
It wasn’t a displaced persons camp. It was Hell come to 
Earth.
The lights drop, rag covered humans 
come out, encircling him.
RICHARD DIMBLEBY (O.S.)
Here over an acre of ground lay dead and dying people. You 
could not see which was which... The living lay with their 
heads against the corpses and around them moved the awful, 
ghostly procession of emaciated, aimless people, with 
nothing to do and with no hope of life, unable to move out 
of your way, unable to look at the terrible sights around 
them... Babies had been born here, tiny wizened things that 
could not live ... A mother, driven mad, screamed at a 
British sentry to give her milk for her child, and thrust 
the tiny mite into his arms, then ran off, crying terribly. 
He opened the bundle and found the baby had been dead for 
days. This day at Belsen was the most horrible of my life.
56.
KEN
(as the rags withdraw)
Belsen. 14 of April, 1945. Belsen. Entering it, we had 
crossed a threshold, broken the barrier between the living 
and the dead. Belsen, There would be no going back for us. 
Not in this life anyway. I was nineteen years old. 
Ron and the Major enter. They take 
Ken away. Rose and Jane, Gin and Joan 
enter to have tea.
GIN
Victory in Europe was 8 of May, 1945. We were so happy, of 
course, but -
JOAN
There was still no word about Ron or Lewis. A year we had 
lived in the netherworld between life and death. Another 
year numbed with drink.
JANE
They were so sweet before the war.
ROSE
Always buying us treats.
JANE
And trying to kiss us.
ROSE
If they make it home..do you think they’ll still be like 
that?
GIN
They’ll be the same but...
JOAN
Men, not boys. But in their hearts...
GIN
The same. They’ll still be Lewis and Ken.
The three brothers arrive. Lewis 
knocks at the door. Rose goes to get 
it. She sees Lewis and faints. Lewis 
goes to help her. Joan goes to check. 
She sees Lewis and faints too. Gin 
goes to see what’s the matter. She 
sees Doug.
GIN
See? I told them you’d bring them all home.
(she leaps into Doug’s arms)
We’re a family again. Almost.
57.
Father Paul enters with a telegram 
for Joan.
JOAN
“I am very sorry to compound your grief and confirm the sad 
loss of your husband. We can now report that Sergeant R. G. 
Potter was shot down on 15 February 1944. He is buried with 
his crew companions in graves nearby.” Just like that -
(holding the letter up)
- this is all that remains of a life imagined, of a future 
dreamed of on sunny days or curled together on cold nights. 
This. Nothing more. No hair to stroke near the end. Not 
even a bittersweet final goodbye at a funeral. Just this: a 
letter telling you that a life you longed for has died, 
that all hope has failed. I made vows when I married him. I 
break one now: death will not part us. It will be Iris and 
I and a future built only on memories and bittersweet what-
might-have-beens. 
Ken and Lewis are left behind with 
Gin as Ron and the Major enter.
KEN
Go away. Not now.
RON
You have to talk to them, Ken.
MAJOR
Tell Lewis about Belsen.
RON
About us.
MAJOR
You can’t carry the dead, Ken, the living have not the 
strength.
KEN
No. I don’t have to tell anyone anything. I’ll tell them 
the good stories only. Not the bad ones. Not about Belsen. 
Never about Belsen.
LEWIS
Who you talking to?
KEN
No one.
LEWIS
Look, I - ever since Austria, you’ve been different. If 
there’s anything you want to tell me...about that day...
KEN
I’m hungry. That’s all.
58.
LEWIS
Gin, Ken’s hungry.
GIN
Are you now? Well, our rations are one egg, two ounces of 
butter, dried milk, powdered eggs, and four ounces of meat.
KEN
Can we have the meat now?
GIN
That’s to last us a whole week.
Gin exits. Ken flops down, defeated.
LEWIS
It’s not so bad...This is normally where you say you’ve 
been thinking.
KEN
I don’t feel like thinking right now. I don’t want to think 
ever again.
LEWIS
Some of the men said Belsen -
KEN
I don’t want to talk about - that place. I just want -
LEWIS
What?
KEN
Food.
LEWIS
All right. I guess this means the thinking is left to me. 
Don’t say I didn’t warn you...so, on the Commons...there 
are some sheep. Let’s grab one.
KEN
Grab one?
LEWIS
It’ll be just like the war. Ask forgiveness, not 
permission. Like the Major taught us. We’ll go later, when 
its dark.
Lewis exits. Jane enters.
JANE
It’s so good to see you again, Ken.
59.
KEN
Thanks, Jane. It’s nice to see you. Still, it’s a bit of a 
shock, being back.
JANE
I waited for you, all these years. Like I promised.
KEN
That was nice of you. But, you didn’t have to. I’d have 
understood.
JANE
But I wanted to. Do you not know that?
KEN
I’m just saying, you were a girl who made a promise to a 
boy. It wasn’t binding or nothing.
JANE
It was a promise I wanted to keep.
KEN
But I’m a man now. I’d have understood if you’d changed 
your mind.
JANE
Changed my mind? Ken Harcourt! You are unbelievable!
She storms out. Ron and the Major sit 
with Ken.
RON
It’s already changed you. Did you hear how you spoke to 
her? The chill in your voice? Do you feel the emptiness in 
your heart?
MAJOR
That’s why you can’t keep it buried. You have to let it 
out.
KEN
No, not ever.
RON
Ken, you must.
MAJOR
You need the living now.
KEN
No, I don’t have to tell anyone. It will go away. I know 
it. One day, it will be gone. No more screaming in the 
night.
RON
Have I ever lied to you, Ken?
60.
KEN
Lied? You? No. Not ever.
RON
It’s going to destroy you if you keep it locked away. Even 
if you tell them everything, it’s still going to haunt you 
the rest of your life, wake you up in the middle of the 
night. I’m sorry but...there will always be screaming in 
the darkness for you. There will always be nightmares.
MAJOR
I’m sorry, son, but he’s right.
KEN
I just want to go back to the way it was. Go to the shops 
with Jane, buy her sweets, try to remember what that felt 
like, before. Why can’t I feel that now? Why can’t I feel 
like I did before? Why can’t I feel anything inside for 
anyone? I want to go back.
RON
There’s no going back. We went to war. All of us - Joan and 
Gin, Rose and Jane, everyone, everywhere - we don’t get to 
take that back. What you saw? People did that. We can learn 
from what was done, but there’s no escaping it. That is 
what we, as people, are capable of. But if you tell them 
what you saw, you can at least have them  to help, to heal, 
to be there with you when you wake up screaming, right 
through to your journey’s end.
KEN
If - If I tell them, what happens to you?
RON
You can’t take back what happened to me: I was gunned out 
of the sky. 
MAJOR
You know where they buried me: on a lonely mountain in 
Italy.
LEWIS
(entering)
You coming?
KEN
I am. Let’s get some food.
The lights dip. They exit. Gin enters 
with Doug.
DOUG
Any sign of the boys? They’re not in their rooms.
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GIN
I haven’t thanked you. Properly, I mean. You brought them 
home.
DOUG
I had to keep my word or else you’d be insufferable! I 
couldn’t have that.
GIN
Was it - awful? 
DOUG
You could forget at times, what was happening. That’s all. 
And for you?
GIN
Seeing Lewis at Monte Cassino? I thought the worst. But I 
couldn’t imagine you letting me down.
JOAN
(entering)
Gin...why is there a sheep in the kitchen?
GIN
A what?
Lewis and Ken enter, dirty.
GIN
Lewis and Ken - what have you done?
KEN
Got a sheep.
LEWIS
From the Commons.
JOAN
You did not!
LEWIS
Did. And we’re not taking it back.
KEN
We’ll return one just like it, when things are sorted.
GIN
You will take it back, right now!
DOUG
No, it’s too late for that. It’s a miracle they got it here 
in the first place without being spotted. And what did you 
plan on doing to it?
LEWIS
Eating it.
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GIN
And whose going to kill it?
LEWIS
I will.
KEN
And I’ll help.
JOAN
You’re not butchers...
LEWIS
I’ve taken care of that.
FATHER PAUL
Hello? Anyone home?
GIN
Father! This isn’t a good time.
FATHER PAUL
Ah, I see. Is that because of the sheep?
JOAN
You invited him?
FATHER PAUL
I worked at the butcher shop in town before entering the 
church. I must admit, some lamb would be most welcome.
GIN
Not worried about the commandments?
FATHER PAUL
Not tonight. Not very much. Besides, I didn’t steal it. So, 
technically...
GIN
Fine. But don’t think I’m helping.
Ken, Lewis and Father Paul exit.
JOAN
What are they going to do?
There is some commotion. Then 
silence. Ken returns with blood on 
his hands, his face ashen. Joan, Gin 
and Doug rush out, leaving Ken, 
staring at his hands. Ron and the 
Major enter.
RON
Do you see now? 
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KEN
My face...in the blood...the reflection...it looks like... 
it is...Belsen.
RON
We’re not meant to be here. It’s time for peace, for life, 
not death.
MAJOR
You have to let us go. You have to bury us.
KEN
But I’ll miss you so much. You both took care of me.
MAJOR
We need peace.
RON
Please, Ken, for yourself, for us.
KEN
What’s it like? Where you’re going?
RON
Quiet.
KEN
Quiet. That sounds nice. There’s been a lot of noise in my 
life.
(thinking)
Thank you, Ron. I’ll miss you so much. I’ll think of you 
every day. I swear, I’ll take care of your memory the way 
you took care of me.
RON
Of course you will. That’s what brothers do.
Ken weeps to himself as they hug him 
and exit.
LEWIS
There you are! Dinner’s in the oven! Roast lamb, I -
KEN
(looking at the blood)
Ask me again.
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LEWIS
What?
KEN
Ask me again.
LEWIS
What happened at Belsen? There were so many rumors. Some 
men lost their faith. Is that what happened to you? Did you 
stop believing in God?
KEN
When we first entered the camp, I noticed piles of rags 
every where. Then one moved. It was a person. What was left 
of one anyway. There were sixty thousand inside Belsen. I 
had no idea how many people that was. Most were too ill to 
move much. There were over ten thousand corpses, scattered 
about, unburied, unclothed. After we entered, the heavens 
opened. It was a deluge. A flood from above like that which 
Noah knew. The drops were huge. You could hear them as they 
fell, as though they were tearing the very air as they 
plummeted. And you could hear them as they hit the ground 
with a cacophony of thuds, as though they could rend the 
earth too. I knew, right then, that God was weeping for all 
that had happened here, shedding tears for His Creation. 
For us. For the evil that had been brought into this world 
by His own children. At first, I could hear nothing but the 
tears: the sound of them falling, the sound of them 
striking the earth as the woe of God was unleashed upon us 
all. And then I noticed it. Another sound. The roofs of the 
camp were made of sheet metal, put up quickly no doubt and 
without much concern for prisoners not meant to reside 
there long. And the sound of the rain, of these giant 
drops, as they struck these thin metal roofs and made them 
bend and buckle. That sound...the shriek of bending metal, 
I knew it: an ancestral nightmare, born of the bleakest 
corner of the deepest darkness imaginable. It was laughter. 
Hideous, miserable laughter. Hollow. Without pity. Without 
joy. A cackle of evil...the laughter of the Devil, whose 
work was all around. If God speaks through Creation, the 
Devil speaks through its destruction. And when God cries, 
the Beast cannot help but laugh. You ask me if I still 
believe in God, so you ask me if I believe in the Devil 
too. And yes, I believe in both for I have heard them both 
in this world. And I know clearly now, how Heaven above is 
shaped by Hell below. And there we were, barely men, who 
should have still been boys, standing in the deepest pit of 
Hell, with its ruinous, merciless walls towering over us, 
shaped and crafted so terribly well by human hands.
LEWIS
I - I - oh, Ken: I’m so sorry.
KEN
They led out these guards from the Camp. They were 
so...fat, gorged on what they had done here. 
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There was no remorse in their eyes. I lifted my rifle, 
pointed it at one of them and pulled the trigger.
LEWIS
Ken!
KEN
It didn’t go off. It jammed. But that doesn’t matter, does 
it? I had decided to murder one of them. I can’t take that 
back.
(thinking)
Now I look at Jane...how do I take her on walks in the 
forest? It’s all gone, everything inside me, just gone. How 
do I woo her, love her, marry her?
LEWIS
I have no idea Ken. I don’t. I haven’t felt much of 
anything since Cassino. All we can do is try to figure it 
out. Together. You’ll always have me, Ken. You never could 
get away from me, even when that meant following you to 
war. That’s all I can offer.
The others enter with food.
LEWIS
The war’s over Ken, even if its still inside us. We’re 
home.
Ken sees Jane putting her coat on
KEN
What about Jane?
LEWIS
Tell her something, Ken, anything. Don’t let her go.
KEN
Jane? Are you leaving?
JANE
I think I should.
KEN
Please. Don’t. There are things - I’m still figuring them 
out. I thought it would be a great adventure, but - Henry V 
was wrong: there’s no rolling up your sleeve to show your 
scars and proudly saying “These wounds I had on Crispin’s 
day.” There’s no remembering “with advantages what feats 
you did that day.” There’s only trying to forget the awful 
bits, there’s only convincing yourself it was worthwhile. 
Maybe you could help with that.
JANE
Ken, I...of course I will.
They all sit at the table.
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FATHER PAUL
Lord, we thank you for this bounty and for our family, 
present and absent. We thank you for those you brought home 
and ask you to care for those who are not with us, for Ron. 
We ask you to help us heal, to go forward into a new day. 
The Good book says: “Hope comes in the morning.” May the 
morrow be that morning. And we thank you for this delicious 
food and the sheep it came from. Amen.
ALL TOGETHER
Amen.
GIN
(weeping)
I can’t believe you killed that sheep.
(bites the food)
And it’s so delicious.
JOAN
(biting and weeping too)
The poor thing...so sad...so tasty. 
They eat and weep, a thanksgiving of 
tears and joy. Ken and Lewis move to 
the confessional.
KEN
We went forward from there. A meal at a time, a day at a 
time. There were parades. Days of remembrance. We didn’t 
talk much about the bad bits. We started to feel again, but 
war wounds never fully heal, inside or out. But it became 
easier: to love life, to embrace it, after being surrounded 
by so much death. Years passed. We lost Joan in 1990. 
Cancer. Her daughter Iris had two children.
(she exits)
Gin and Doug went not long after that. Doug first. 
(they exit)
Father Paul too. 
(he exits)
Soon it was just me and Lewis, Rose and Jane. I still had 
nightmares. But I had a family too. We’d had kids, of 
course. And they’d had kids. And we never forgot Ron. Now, 
as the ultimate silence of the grave looms, I find myself 
not filled with fear, but with a deep love of the peace and 
the quiet to come. For me, a time is coming when the 
terrible sounds that have filled my life are silenced. A 
time is coming when my nightmares are no more; a time is 
coming when my wounds are finally, everlastingly healed. As 
much as I will miss the people in my life, I cannot help 
but look forward to the eternal peace awaiting me. I 
survived war. Soon, I will finally forget it.
Ken looks at Lewis.
LEWIS
You know I don’t like it when you look at me like that.
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KEN
Like what?
LEWIS
Like you’re waiting for me to die first.
KEN
Ah, Lewis, death is a blessing. A release from all 
suffering.
LEWIS
Is it?
KEN
You’ll see.
(to the Father)
But before that, there’s the matter of the bones they found 
this afternoon.
LEWIS
The ones on Pendle Hill.
KEN
It was your granddad’s idea. 
LEWIS
He brought the incense and the candles.
KEN
Very thoughtful man.
LEWIS
Caring.
KEN
Just like you.
LEWIS
But he wouldn’t take our confession, forgive our sin.
KEN
Which is why we’re here. The bones, all chopped up, 
unrecognizable - it’s that bloody sheep. 
THE END 
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A flag of the United Nations 
hangs behind a transparent 
screen. A bed, covered in rags, 
is in front of it, to one side. 
On the other is a chair and a 
couch. An easel is near the bed. 
On it is the screaming horse from 
Pablo Picasso’s Guernica, but it 
is a trial, a work in progress. 
Other trials surround the stage, 
as though everything is somehow 
inside the masterpiece. 
Music throbs, haunting, troubled, 
a sleep filled with nightmares.
A man comes on stage, walking 
like a bull. He is unmistakable - 
PABLO PICASSO. He stands before 
the screen, which flickers, 
revealing Tony Blair.
BLAIR
On Tuesday night I gave the order for British forces to take 
part in military action in Iraq...Their mission: to remove 
Saddam Hussein from power, and disarm Iraq of its weapons of 
mass destruction.
The screen flickers. Now it is 
George W. Bush.
BUSH
A commander in chief sends America's sons and daughters into 
battle in a foreign land only after the greatest care and a 
lot of prayer.
PICASSO
What do you think an artist is? An imbecile who has only 
eyes, if he is a painter, or ears if he is a musician, or a 
lyre in every chamber of his heart if he is a poet, or even, 
if he is a boxer, just his muscles? 
BUSH
We ask a lot of those who wear our uniform. We ask them to 
leave their loved ones, to travel great distances, to risk 
injury, even to be prepared to make the ultimate sacrifice of 
their lives.
PICASSO
Far from it: at the same time, he is also a political being, 
constantly aware of the heartbreaking, passionate, or 
delightful things that happen in the world, shaping himself 
completely in their image.
BLAIR
I know this course of action has produced deep divisions of 
opinion in our country... But I know also the British people 
will now be united in sending our armed forces our thoughts 
and prayers.
PICASSO
How could it be possible to feel no interest in other people, 
and with a cool indifference to detach yourself from the very 
life which they bring to you so abundantly? No, painting is 
not done to decorate apartments. It is an instrument of war.
The screen rises. Picasso goes to 
the flag, pulls it, rips it, so 
that if flutters down, revealing 
his masterpiece, Guernica - with 
all its horror of war and its 
cost - hidden underneath.
BUSH
We ask a lot of those who wear our uniforms.
BLAIR
I know this course of action has produced deep divisions in 
our country.
PICASSO
A good picture, any picture, has to be bristling with razor 
blades - an instrument of war.
He goes to his easel. The music 
fades as the light shifts. The 
rags on the bed explode as a man 
comes screaming from them. This 
is BEN: a bandage on his neck, 
his torso scarred.
BEN
(breathing heavily)
I wandered lonely as a cloud. / That floats on high o’er 
vales and hills. I wandered lonely as a cloud. Lonely. A 
cloud. Lonely. Lonely. Lonely.
A woman enters suddenly, HANNAH, 
she rushes to him. 
HANNAH
Ben! Ben? What is it?
BEN
Nothing. Don’t worry.
2.
HANNAH
Nothing? Christ. You probably woke the whole town.
BEN
It was a nightmare. Nothing more. All right? Don’t be such a 
doting big sister.
HANNAH
But I am your doting big sister.
BEN
Well, we only have mom’s word you’re my sister. She could 
have been lying.
HANNAH
(punching him)
Fuck off.
(carefully)
What was it about - the nightmare?
BEN
The Grim Reaper. All wrapped in black. He brought me food 
every night. He’d put it in front of me and tell me that I 
would die the next morning. He did that every day. I still -
(stops)
I don’t want to talk about it. You should go back to sleep.
HANNAH
(looking at her watch)
What’s the point? Alarm’s about to go off. Want some tea?
When he doesn’t answer, she goes 
over to the paintings.
HANNAH
These are getting good. As good as the original.
Picasso shakes his head.
BEN
No. Not yet. Guernica is still better. It has something... 
elusive.
(looks at Picasso)
I need to find it. The painting has a secret.
3.
PICASSO
You can go to the moon or walk under the sea, or anything 
else you like, but painting remains painting because it 
eludes such investigation. It remains there like a question. 
And it alone gives the answer.
Hannah turns back from the 
paintings to Ben, she has 
something she wants to talk 
about, but can’t bring it up.
HANNAH
How’s your neck?
BEN
Still bleeding a bit.
HANNAH
We should check underneath; make sure there’s no infection 
hidden under there. Blood breeds infection, you know.
BEN
(stroking the bandage)
These beauteous forms, / Through a long absence, have not 
been to me / As is a landscape to a blind man's eye: / But 
oft, in lonely rooms, and 'mid the din / Of towns and cities, 
I have owed to them / In hours of weariness, sensations 
sweet, / Felt in the blood, and felt along the heart; / And 
passing even into my purer mind, / With tranquil restoration.
HANNAH
I know that one...
BEN
Tintern Abbey. 1798.
HANNAH
Did you recite poems...over there?
BEN
Sometimes.
HANNAH
What did the other soldiers think?
BEN
That I sounded all posh. I’d tell them about mom, making us 
recite them. Told them how she believed poetry could tell you 
everything you needed to know if you listened. Told them you 
got a lot of Wordsworth growing up in Grasmere.
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HANNAH
I still remember primary school, how we all lined up and each 
had to do a line of his poetry instead of a school play. I’ve 
had stage fright ever since.
BEN
For some reason, over there - they were all I remembered from 
home. In the darkness, they were all I could remember.
HANNAH
And Guernica? Would you remember that? Is that why you’re 
painting it now?
BEN
He was meant to paint something else, for the World’s Fair. 
He couldn’t find inspiration. Then he saw the photos of what 
the Luftwaffe had done; read the survivors’ stories...he ran 
to his studio - ran! - and started it. 2 May 1937.
PICASSO
There is no abstract art. You must always start with 
something. Afterward you can remove all traces of reality.
HANNAH
I still don’t see what you do. It’s all weird to my eye.
BEN
A man once gave out to Picasso for making unrealistic art. He 
said -
(to Picasso)
Your paintings of people never look like people.
PICASSO
Can you show me some realistic art? 
BEN
Here, the man said, is a photo of my wife.
PICASSO
So your wife is two inches tall, two-dimensional, with no 
arms and no legs, and no color but only shades of gray?
Ben takes the photo, Picasso 
paints.
PICASSO
Are we to paint what's on the face, what's inside the face, 
or what's behind it?
HANNAH
I still don’t really understand it.
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PICASSO
Who sees the human face correctly: the photographer, the 
mirror, or the painter?
BEN
You will.
PICASSO
(shaking his head)
People want to find a “meaning” in everything and everyone. 
That's the disease of our age, an age that is anything but 
practical but believes itself to be more practical than any 
other age.
Hannah comes over to Ben.
HANNAH
The Daily Mail called after you’d gone to bed...
BEN
No. I don’t want to be interviewed. I don’t want to - talk 
about it. Any of it. They’ll ask about Iraq. They’ll ask 
about Helmand. They can’t ask about Helmand. The pink mist. I 
might tell them. And they might find out about my pillow.
HANNAH
Ben...I don’t understand you when you talk like this.
BEN
I can’t talk about those things. Not yet. Not about the 
weight, the fading red...
HANNAH
OK, OK, don’t get upset.
BEN
I don’t need to talk.
HANNAH
Ben...you do.
BEN
Who says?
HANNAH
People with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder do better with 
good social support. I read a study. I’ve been reading lots 
of studies. So that’s me: your social support sister. You 
can’t hole up here, avoiding everyone.
BEN
I can and I will. I’ll figure it out. Picasso will help me. 
Wordsworth too.
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HANNAH
Wordsworth?
BEN
That’s why I came here - to Grasmere, to live with you in 
Nan’s house - because he was from here.
HANNAH
And here I thought you wanted to spend time with me.
BEN
Of course, but - he knew how to wander, lonely as a cloud.
HANNAH
I suppose he did.
BEN
He was totally impressive that way.
(looking around)
Have I told you how much I like the changes you’ve made, to 
Nan’s house.
HANNAH
Well, she hadn’t changed it in thirty years.
BEN
I especially like the new colours, the yellows, like a host 
of golden daffodils.
HANNAH
Thanks, I went for yellows and oranges. Brighten the place -
There is a loud noise outside. 
Ben throws himself to the floor. 
Hannah is horrified.
HANNAH
Ben!
BEN
Sorry. I - sometimes I forget. Where I am that is.
HANNAH
I’m here. Right here. You know I’m here for you don’t you? 
You know I’d never let anything happen to you?
BEN
I do.
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HANNAH
But - Ben, I can’t do this alone. The screaming at night. 
Coming home and finding you hiding in a corner, in a ball. 
BEN
It’s very comfortable. You should try it.
HANNAH
I’m scared to leave you alone.
BEN
I’m fine.
HANNAH
Really? How did you cut your neck again? 
BEN
I fell.
HANNAH
Fell.
BEN
On a coffee table. Made of glass. It broke.
HANNAH
So you keep saying.
BEN
That’s what happened.
HANNAH
Ben...I know you’re in pain. I know you need someone to talk 
to.
BEN
I’ve got mates. Ones who were over there. I can call them. 
It’s easier on the phone: you can’t see them.
HANNAH
I mean someone professional, not some mate from the army.
BEN
No, no, and no! You can’t talk to therapists. There’s a 
stigma. The others will alienate you. A doctor met me in 
Cyprus, at the base, on the way back, he asked if I was all 
right. I said I was. He knew I was lying but that’s what he 
wanted to hear. He gave me pills the colour of rainbows. 
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He said I just needed the pills. All I had to do was find the 
right combination of Meds. What more is there to talk about?
HANNAH
Ben, there’s lots of stuff. I know you have faith in the 
Ministry, but...they say only one in a thousand soldiers 
suffer from post traumatic stress disorder, but a study at 
King’s College says its seventy in a thousand.
BEN
That would be more.
Picasso laughs. Ben smiles at 
him.
HANNAH
So, while you’re waiting for the MoD to help you, I want to 
help you. There’s a really good therapist in town. She’s 
actually a specialist, in PTSD. She’s agreed to see you. Will 
you see her?
BEN
Will I have to talk to her about my war crimes?
HANNAH
What?
BEN
(slowly, like she’s dumb)
I said: Will I have to talk to her about the war?
HANNAH
Um, that’s not what you said...
BEN
Really? What did I say?
HANNAH
(concerned)
Nothing. 
(carefully)
No, Ben, you’ll only have to talk about what you want to talk 
about.
BEN
Do you think she’ll talk to me about Picasso and Guernica? Do 
you think she likes talking about Wordsworth? I really need 
to talk to someone about Wordsworth. And Picasso. That would 
help. I have so many questions.
HANNAH
She’ll talk to you about anything, Ben.
9.
BEN
All right. If you think it’s for the best. And she’ll talk 
about Wordsworth. And Picasso.
HANNAH
I do.
BEN
All right then. For you.
Hannah exits. Ben goes over to 
his pillow and picks it up and 
listens to it.
BEN
I know there’s a stigma. I’ll be careful.
(listens some more)
She won’t trick me. I won’t let her. I won’t talk about the 
pink mist, the red turning blue, shots in the darkness, 
burned corpses in the light of day. I won’t, I won’t, I 
won’t.
(nods)
I’ll only talk to her about Wordsworth. And Picasso. I 
promise.
Ben puts the pillow down. He 
crosses over to the chair and 
couch. He pushes the couch 
further away from the chair as a 
woman enters, ARLENE SORIN.
Arlene
Hi Ben, I’m Arlene Sorin.
BEN
Can I call you Dr. Arlene?
ARLENE
If you want too.
BEN
(practicing)
Dr. Arlene. Dr. Arlene. Have you met my therapist, Dr. 
Arline. Have I told you what Dr. Arlene said?
(thinking)
OK. That’s a good start. I can work with that. Are we done 
for today?
ARLENE
Do you want to be done? 
(he doesn’t answer)
OK. How are you today?
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BEN
Are you going to ask me about my dreams?
ARLENE
Only if you want me to.
BEN
The guys used to say that shrinks diagnosed you before they 
met you, based on your file. And that they only asked about 
your dreams for fun, to pass the time.
ARLENE
I don’t work like that. Well, not all the time. Sometimes it 
is fun.
Ben doesn’t get it.
ARLENE
I’m kidding.
BEN
We can kid?
ARLENE
If you want to.
BEN
I like kidding.
ARLENE
I like kidding too. 
BEN
The only other people always asking me questions are 
journalists. But I don’t want to talk to them.
ARLENE
Why not?
BEN
I’m nothing special.
ARLENE
I’m not sure, Ben. You were captured, held for three months. 
People thought you were dead. You escaped and made it back to 
base, back to England. That’s pretty special.
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BEN
Everyone there does special things. Some of them die doing 
it. They get a photo on the news and a few words. At first, 
they got the front page. Now sometimes it’s near the back, 
buried with the holiday ads. The dead get given a number. The 
337th, the 338th. Don’t you think they deserve more than a 
photo and a quick mention the news? Don’t they deserve a lot 
more than a number?
ARLENE
I do.
BEN
Good. That’s good.
ARLENE
There are some preliminary questions before we begin. Can I 
ask them? 
(he shrugs)
Who diagnosed you?
A man in a lab coat enters, it is 
an army doctor, DR. PHIZER. He 
carries a chart.
BEN
A doctor. In Cyprus. You pretty much went straight from the 
plane to the doctor. They wanted to see you right away.
ARLENE
What did he say?
BEN
You have Post Traumatic 
Stress Disorder.
DR. PHIZER
You have Post Traumatic 
Stress Disorder.
DR. PHIZER
It usually gets better after three months.
BEN
That’s not so long, I guess.
DR. PHIZER
Some people have a longer-term form, which can last years.
BEN
Which one do I have?
DR. PHIZER
The cause is unknown, as is the duration. PTSD changes the 
body's response to stress. It affects the stress hormones and 
chemicals that carry information between the nerves, the 
neurotransmitters. 
12.
BEN
Neurotransmitters? Makes me sound like a Transformer.
DR. PHIZER
(ignoring him)
People with PTSD re-experience the event again and again in 
at least one of several ways. They may have frightening 
dreams and memories of the event, feel as though they are 
going through the experience again, through flashbacks, or 
become upset during anniversaries of the event. People with 
PTSD re-experience the event again and again in at least one 
of several ways. Has that been happening to you?
BEN
I dream about the darkness. And the voices in the black. And 
the Grim Reaper. He kept coming but he always left me behind, 
alive. Can you cure me?
DR. PHIZER
No. I can give you a prescription, for selective serotonin - 
inhibitors. Take a close look at the side-effects. Increased 
sweating, shakiness, difficulty focusing, difficulty 
sleeping, agitation, nervousness, constipation, loss of 
appetite, weight changes, being aware of your heart beating, 
'pins and needles', difficulty concentrating, anxiety, 
confusion, runny nose, sexual difficulties, indigestion, 
stomach pain, feeling faint, difficulties in passing water.
BEN
(reading)
“If you have any thoughts of harming yourself or suicide 
whilst you are taking citalopram, tell a doctor straight 
away.” 
DR. PHIZER
That’s important.
(writes in the chart)
BEN
I thought it was supposed to stop those thoughts.
ARLENE
Is that all you’ve taken?
BEN
No. I had bad nightmares. So I went back. 
DR. PHIZER
I hear you’ve been having difficulty sleeping, because you’re 
seeing things that aren’t there.
BEN
Yes, and my heart beat keeps me awake. It’s side effect 
number seventeen. I numbered them all. When I couldn’t sleep.
13.
DR. PHIZER
We’ll switch you to fluvoxamine.
(reading)
Severe allergic reactions; bizarre behavior; black or bloody 
stools; chest pain; confusion; decreased concentration; 
decreased coordination; exaggerated reflexes; fainting; fast 
or irregular heartbeat; fever; hallucinations -
BEN
More hallucinations? Would they be like a mirage in the 
desert or more real than that?
DR. PHIZER
These would be more real. Three dimensional. You could, for 
instance, think your bed is talking to you.
BEN
My bed?
DR. PHIZER
It’s very common. And beware of pillows, they talk loads.
BEN
And people, could I imagine those?
DR. PHIZER
Most definitely.
BEN
Would I be able to tell them, from real ones?
DR. PHIZER
No. You could always try pinching them.
(returns to his chart)
ARLENE
Pinching them?
BEN
That’s what he said.
ARLENE
What other medication have you taken?
BEN
I don’t want anymore pills. I don’t like pills.
ARLENE
Neither do I. I just need to know what you’ve been given.
14.
BEN
Fluoxetine. For a week.
ARLENE
Why did you stop?
BEN
It gave me seizures. That was in the Important Warning 
section. I tried to phone my doctor during the seizures but I 
kept dialling the wrong number, because of the seizures. 
Called a take-away, a taxi company and a nice woman in 
Reading. The take-away was good though.
(thinks)
Then they gave me Sertraline. 
DR. PHIZER
- shakiness; weakness; seeing things that aren't real; severe 
drowsiness or convulsions (fits); any unusual bleeding or 
bruising, blackened stools; skin rash, or swelling of the 
mouth and tongue; agitation, shakiness and a high 
temperature. If you have any thoughts of harming yourself or 
suicide whilst you are taking Sertraline, please contact your 
doctor straight away.
BEN
That lasted a week too.
ARLENE
What was the problem?
BEN
My bed started talking to me. Not all of it, just this one 
pillow. It was very persuasive. And funny. That pillow can 
tell a joke.
ARLENE
So it caused strong hallucinations?
BEN
Hopefully. Otherwise my bed talks.
ARLENE
That would be a much bigger problem than post-traumatic 
stress disorder.
BEN
That’s what the pillow said! Then I got paroxetine. 
15.
Dr. PHIZER
Increased sweating, yawning, shakiness, difficulty sleeping, 
agitation, nervousness, loss of appetite, weight changes, 
itching, burning or infection of the vagina, difficulty 
concentrating, anxiety, sexual difficulties and unusual face 
movements. If you have any thoughts of harming yourself or 
suicide whilst you are taking paroxetine, please tell your 
doctor straight away.
BEN
(going to the doctor)
All these pills...they’re supposed to make me feel better. 
But they all say they may make me want to kill myself. I 
don’t understand.
DR. PHIZER
A small percentage of patients get the opposite effect. 
Instead of suppressing the chemicals causing negative 
feelings, the attempt to suppress them causes the chemicals 
to fight back by producing more.
BEN
Is there another way? Other than pills?
DR. PHIZER
You’re not talking about therapy are you? I could make a note 
in your file that you want therapy. If you want me to.
He exits as Ben shakes his head. 
He returns to Arlene.
BEN
Those pills lasted three days.
ARLENE
And the problem with that one?
BEN
I got a, um, a - do you really need to know?
ARLENE
I do.
BEN
(sort of miming)
I got an erection. A painful one. And I kept drooling. As you 
can imagine, I looked quite a sight on my way to the 
hospital, drooling, with an erection.
ARLENE
No need to be embarrassed, that is one of the serious side 
effects.
16.
BEN
It could have been much worse.
ARLENE
How so?
BEN
I could have had “swelling, itching, burning, or infection in 
my vagina.” 
ARLENE
Do you always make jokes when being asked questions?
BEN
Those aren’t jokes. 
ARLENE
All right. And how did you cut your neck?
BEN
I fell on a table. Made of glass. It broke.
ARLENE
Did it hurt?
BEN
Not really. No. 
ARLENE
And who is George?
BEN
My closest friend over there. He was like a brother to me.
ARLENE
And what’s his last name?
BEN
I - that’s funny. I can’t remember. I was always Ben; he was 
always George. Ben and George. Like the ice cream.
ARLENE
That’s Ben and Gerry’s.
BEN
There’s a brand of ice cream called Ben and Gerry’s?
ARLENE
When did you first meet him?
BEN
He was a new recruit on my last tour. Always cracking jokes. 
He talked about home the most.
17.
ARLENE
What do you remember most about him?
BEN
His letters.
GEORGE enters writing a letter.
GEORGE
Hello Mum, I've just got your bluey - that’s what we call 
letters. Yeah, you are right, it does get fucking hot, I 
can't work out whether I'm tanned or just burnt to fuck!! 
I've spoke to you on the phone so you know what I've been 
doing. I'm well proud of you loosing all that weight. We've 
had the same shit maybe a month now. Everyday a Monday out 
here. You kind of loose track of days. I cant quite work out 
if its going fast or slow. This pen is shit its doing my head 
in!! I’ve been thinking of loads of things and places to do, 
go and see. Me and Zac are gonna go to Amsterdam after this. 
THINK WE MAY HAVE DESERVED IT!! It should be a good day, the 
5th, our homecoming parade. On the 6th we can go Belfast. 
I’ve got loads of sad things I wanna buy, Sky+, a Big TV. Get 
the old man to help me rearrange my room and help me fix my 
shelves. I’m not the DIY type - normally resort to cello tape 
or blue tack. HA HA HA. Hope everyone’s safe at home. 
Complete detox out here - water, no drink. So my dance moves 
might involve a bit of stumbling when I return! I’m coming 
home 2 weeks earlier now, it might be worth Zac picking me 
up, give me a bit of chill out time so I don't try stab a 
gobby civi, plus he's a good listener, sometimes I wonder if 
he's listening or thinking of something completely 
irrelevant. Well, pass this round the family so they can all 
admire my extreme spelling (infantry eh!). Lots of love to 
all the nearest and dearest. Love Ya!! Xxxx
BEN
(going over to him)
What you doing?
GEORGE
Writing a letter, to mom.
BEN
You write to her a lot. Don’t you write to anyone else?
GEORGE
No need. She passes everything on. She’s good like that. 
BEN
What were you telling her?
18.
GEORGE
I’m getting a big TV when I get home. And Sky with 
everything.
BEN
You can’t get Sky! It ruined football!
GEORGE
I can and I will.
(takes out a photo)
BEN
Who’s that?
GEORGE
Jenny. My girl.
BEN
She’s way too good looking for you.
GEORGE
Don’t I know it.
BEN
How’d you meet her?
GEORGE
She was riding her bike. I was taking my driving test. Hit 
her at a roundabout. She was fine. Failed the test. Got her 
number.
BEN
You came out well.
GEORGE
Didn’t I just. 
BEN
I don’t have anyone back home except my sister.
GEORGE
Ah, you’re got a big family here. All the men in the section. 
We’re like your sons.
BEN
Piss off! 
19.
GEORGE
I’ll miss you, ya know. Like I miss my dad. That first day, 
when we got hit, and you made sure everyone was all right 
even though your ear was bleeding buckets. All you could 
think about was us. That was pure class.
BEN
Fuck off.
GEORGE
You’re the only thing I’ll miss from here, Sergeant.
Ben goes to say something.
ARLENE
Where is George now?
Her speaking breaks the vision. 
George exits.
BEN
I don’t want to talk about him now. Maybe later.
ARLENE
OK. So you did three tours - two in Iraq, one in Afghanistan. 
Tell me about when you first got to Iraq. What were your 
impressions?
BEN
(listening)
Can you hear that?
ARLENE
What?
BEN
My heart - beating in my chest. Da-dum, da-dum. Sounds like a 
drum.
ARLENE
That’s hyper-vigilance. Its a symptom of the pills.
BEN
So you have already diagnosed me!
ARLENE
Your pretty straight forward, Ben: you were in a war zone for 
three tours. Then you were captured and faced death on a 
daily basis for three months. Then you escaped.
(whispers fill the air)
One of those alone is a major trauma. Let alone all of them. 
Add in that you’re not sleeping, you’re re-living events, 
you’re having nightmares; 
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and it’s not getting better after three months. That’s long 
term Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, Ben.
BEN
(covering his ears)
Will you make it go away? I’d like it to go away. Wander. 
Lonely. Like a cloud.
The whispers fade.
ARLENE
We’re going to try, Ben. But to do that, you’ll have to tell 
me what you’re experiencing. And you’re going to have to 
recall what happened, all of it, especially the details. 
Which means you’re going to have to tell me exactly how you 
cut your neck. 
BEN
I fell on a table.
ARLENE
OK. 
BEN
It was made of glass.
ARLENE
OK.
BEN
I think I need a break - my heart is really loud. And I think 
this chair wants to talk to me about footie.
ARLENE
If that’s what you want.
Arlene exits as Ben crosses back 
over to the Bed. He picks up the 
pillow. 
BEN
That wasn’t so bad. She seems nice.
(listens)
She just wanted to know about George and my neck.
(listens)
I won’t tell her that...but - lately, I don’t find it as hard 
to talk about the days in Ramadi and Basra when things were 
crazier and every day...it might be your last.
(listens)
Maybe I do want to talk to her about Bodington. Maybe.
21.
Hannah enters. Ben drops the 
pillow.
HANNAH
Thought I heard you up here. How was the session?
BEN
Better than expected.
HANNAH
Did it help?
BEN
(shrugs)
It didn’t hurt. That’s important.
HANNAH
Are you going to go again?
BEN
(looks at the pillow)
I guess. Yeah, I am. One day at a time. Isn’t that what they 
say?
HANNAH
I was up in the attic. Nan still has some of your toys. Corgi 
tanks. Stuff like that.
She hands him one.
BEN
I can’t believe she kept this! I remember tearing through the 
gardens in the neighbourhood, with the others, playing war.
HANNAH
Mom didn’t like it.
BEN
We thought it was a game.
HANNAH
She thought it was a phase. Said: “all boys liked to play at 
war.”
BEN
It wasn’t a phase.
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HANNAH
No.
(carefully)
Was it what you expected? Being there?
BEN
Sometimes. When you were at the FOBS - the Forward Operating 
Bases - you’d sleep side by side, twenty of you in a little 
building. Not many secrets. A lot of laughs. That was better 
than expected. But being shot at...all the time...at first 
that was how I expected it...but when it doesn’t stop...it 
grows in your mind. You live in this heightened state - aware 
of every sound, every movement around you, all the time. It 
can be overwhelming.
HANNAH
I’m so glad you’re here.
BEN
I didn’t want to come when you asked.
HANNAH
I know.
BEN
I was ready to say no to you.
HANNAH
Were you? 
BEN
I was. But I knew there was no point arguing with you.
HANNAH
Probably not.
BEN
Probably?
HANNAH
Fine: definitely not. You were coming here no matter what. 
You needed to be home.
BEN
And so close to Dove Cottage. That was Wordsworth’s place: 
Dove Cottage. Just up the road. That’s where it all happened, 
where it all went down.
HANNAH
Yeah? OK, well as long as you’re happy.
BEN
I am.
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HANNAH
There’s that smile! You always smiled like that as a boy. You 
know, before -
BEN
Oh! yet a little while / May I behold in thee what I was 
once, / My dear, dear Sister!
HANNAH
Yeah, except you’re my brother. You know that, right? I read 
gender confusion can be a side effect of your medication.
Ben looks down his trousers.
BEN
I have man parts.
HANNAH
Don’t be so childish.
(smiling)
I’m glad you came. Even though I forced you.
BEN
It is nice to be here.
HANNAH
That’s good to hear. What are you going to do the rest of the 
day?
BEN
Paint a bit. Then I was going to go to Dove Cottage, “where 
the dove and the olive branch once hung.” I want to walk 
where Wordsworth walked. See what he saw. Maybe then I’ll 
know how to do it, wander lonely as a cloud.
HANNAH
OK.
Hannah leaves. Ben goes over to 
Picasso and joins him at the 
easel. He starts to paint.
BEN
I don’t feel very inspired. 
PICASSO
Inspiration exists, but it must find you working.
BEN
I think I’ll paint the horse.
PICASSO
An idea should be a point of departure and no more. As soon 
as you elaborate it, it becomes transformed by thought.
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BEN
Is it all right if I copy you?
PICASSO
Bad artists copy. Good artists steal.
BEN
I’ll steal then. Did you ever?
PICASSO
One never knows what one is going to do. One starts a 
painting and then it becomes something quite different.
BEN
I read somewhere that the bull was meant to represent evil, 
but someone else said its Franco’s Fascist government because 
they invited the Germans to bomb the town.
PICASSO
I think it is a bull.
BEN
I think it is a bull too. I mean, it is a bull.
PICASSO
It is. 
(laughs)
If I paint a hammer and sickle people may think it is a 
representation of Communism, but for me it is only a hammer 
and sickle. I just want to reproduce the objects for what 
they are, not for what they mean.
BEN
I’m out of red. Do you have any red?
PICASSO
If I don't have red, I use blue.
(smiles)
Colors, like features, follow the changes of the emotions.
BEN
When you saw the photos...did you know what you would paint?
PICASSO
Artists who live and work with spiritual values cannot and 
should not remain indifferent to a conflict in which the 
highest values of humanity and civilization are at stake.
BEN
Is that a yes?
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PICASSO
I begin with an idea...then it became something else.
BEN
A bull and a butchered horse. A dead baby and a screaming 
mother.
PICASSO
Art is the elimination of the unnecessary.
BEN
Does it bother you I was a soldier? That I played as one as a 
boy; was one as a man.
Picasso says nothing.
BEN
Tell me what do you think about that?
PICASSO
It means nothing to me. I have no opinion about it, and I 
don't care. 
BEN
That’s not true. You do care. I can see it in Guernica, in 
every brush stroke, you care.
PICASSO
(trying to explain)
Each second we live is a new and unique moment of the 
universe, a moment that will never be again. And what do we 
teach our children? We teach them that two and two make four, 
and that Paris is the capital of France. When will we also 
teach them what they are? We should say to each of them: Do 
you know what you are? You are a marvel. You are unique. In 
all the years that have passed, there has never been another 
child like you. Your legs, your arms, your clever fingers, 
the way you move. You may become a Shakespeare, a 
Michelangelo, a Beethoven. You have the capacity for 
anything. Yes, you are a marvel. And when you grow up, can 
you then harm another who is, like you, a marvel? You must 
work, we must all work, to make the world worthy of its 
children.
BEN
Is that what I have to do? To atone? Make the world worthy of 
its children? Let them know they are marvels?
PICASSO
Only we know ourselves...but action is the foundation of all 
success. 
26.
Ben stops painting and goes to 
the bed. The lights dip as the 
whispers return. He holds his 
hands over his ears until they 
fade. The sun rises. He goes over 
to the couch as Arlene enters. 
ARLENE
Good morning, Ben. How are you?
BEN
(formally)
Good morning, Dr. Arlene. I am fine.
ARLENE
What did you get up to yesterday after we met?
BEN
I went to Dove Cottage. Saw Wordsworth’s toothbrush and his 
tea caddy and where he wrote. It was amazing.
ARLENE
What else did you do?
BEN
I painted. Guernica. I’m trying to understand it. 
ARLENE
Have you always painted?
BEN
Not really. But since I got back...I see something in the 
painting, something I’m connected to...I want to duplicate 
what I see there, what I feel there.
ARLENE
Art is a great therapy tool. It lets us express ourselves 
safely, reveal things we may not even realize are on our 
minds.
BEN
I wouldn’t know anything about that. I just like Guernica is 
all.
ARLENE
All right, if you say so. What else did you do?
BEN
I did some reading.
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ARLENE
A novel? A magazine?
BEN
A letter.
ARLENE
From who.
BEN
From George. It wasn’t to me. It was to his mom.
ARLENE
What did it say?
GEORGE
(entering)
Hey Mum, I’ll always address my letters to you cuz I know 
you’re problem the only one who gets to the mail!! Everything 
is good up this way: getting hotter, still moving at a 
million miles per hour (HA HA HA) I think I’ve stopped 
burning. I’m slowly going brown and my hair is getting 
ridiculous just wait till I come home I’ll look like a 
fucking wookie?! Got some really good photos. I’ll have to 
bring my camera back on the 5th of November. If you saw what 
and where I’ve been sleeping you would be shocked!! So 
pictures will back me up! Unfortunately 3 blokes died 2 days 
ago in an IED explosion in one of the FOBs ‘bout 2 kilometers 
away - we visited that FOB 2 days before the attack - fucking 
mental -  quite scary actually! We've had a rest day so I’m 
doing a bit of hand washing and fitness! God you'd be so 
proud Ha! Ha! Ha! We've still had spam, rice, beans and 
unflavoured noodles every day - promise me - actually I 
promise you - if I see spam in the house I’ll fucking destroy 
it!! I’m getting pretty good at making flat bread and we 
bought a goat off a local for 200 dollars and we slaughtered 
it. I got a good video. Its either catch it, kill it, or make 
it out here or else you go hungry LOL!! The showers are also 
freezing whilst I’m on the subject of moaning?? I’d best go 
again BUT I’ll keep writing when I get the time and I’ll be 
home in a couple of months. Love you'zz all don't worry bout 
me to much. There’s only 3 things that kill people over hear 
BULLETS, BOMBS + EGOS so I might go down with a bad case of 
swollen head!! Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha. Love ya. xxxxx
Ben goes over to George.
BEN
You’re going to get shot while writing one of those.
GEORGE
Ah, piss off.
28.
BEN
You should do it indoors, not out here, where you can be 
seen.
GEORGE
It’s too hot today. This FOB is too hot.
BEN
It is.
GEORGE
Who’d you write your letter to?
BEN
Sorry?
GEORGE
Your final letter. The one you write if you don’t make it. 
Mine’s to mom. I wrote one to Jenny too. Who’d you write to?
BEN
My sister.
GEORGE
Was it long?
BEN
Not really. I told her she was right, I shouldn’t have signed 
up. 
GEORGE
Why’d you do that?
BEN
She liked being right. It was my final gift to her.
GEORGE
I didn’t know that we’d have to do it. Strange to think of 
them reading your letter from beyond the grave. Spooky like.
BEN
It’s so the family gets closure and you do to: you get to say 
those things you didn’t think you’d say.
GEORGE
I told my old man things I’d never say, ever.
29.
BEN
You’re lucky to have such a big family. When there’s just two 
of you...if you fight about something, like coming here, 
there’s no one to help you revolve the matter, no one else.
(George sits on the bed)
ARLENE
Why did you and your sister fight?
BEN
She didn’t think I should go. Said the war was wrong. This 
would be before I went to Iraq. 
ARLENE
What’s your strongest memory from there? One you re-
experience?
BEN
The first time an IED hit us. You don’t forget that.
ARLENE
Where was that?
BEN
Ramadi. In 2006. On the main supply route.
George fans himself.
BEN
Its so hot!
GEORGE
Scorching! Sweating my teats off. And no air con. Typical. 
Can you feel the heat from the engine?
BEN
Careful. All these holes in the road are from IED’s.
There is an explosion.
BEN
All stop! All stop!
They scramble around.
George
Fucking thing was buried in a bomb crater.
BEN
Sound off! Sound off!
GEORGE
Everyone’s all right.
30.
BEN
(Calming himself)
Good. Good.
GEORGE
Bloody hell. That was almost fun.
BEN
Fun?
GEORGE
Like being in a bad Dr. Seuss 
dream.
BEN
...bad Dr. Seuss dream.
ARLENE
Bad Dr. Seuss dream?
(George exits)
BEN
We made jokes. Not very good ones really, but it felt so good 
to laugh, so alive. Gallows humour I suppose. We got hit a 
lot. It was the same every time: you’d get knocked about, 
check everyone was all right, count your fingers and toes, 
and then find any reason to laugh about it. It’s not like you 
could cry.
ARLENE
Was it different in Afghanistan?
BEN
Yes, much crazier than Iraq. It affected me more.
ARLENE
How so?
BEN
I became so bitter. I lumped them all together, the kids 
throwing rocks, the people trying to kill us, all of them. 
Savages. The enemy. I was so bitter.
ARLENE
When did that start?
BEN
In Ramadi. The ninth time we got hit. You started counting 
them, to keep track. 
(the whispering starts)
We had pulled over. It was my idea to stop. Sergeant 
Bodington was right beside me - just a few feet - when he 
stepped on it. The sudden noise. The smoke and dust. Then a 
sudden wind and - his body, just there. Picking him up off 
the ground...motionless...his weight...It was a twenty minute 
drive to the doctors. It felt like forever. It was my fault: 
I said we should stop. I feel that everyday. That’s when it 
started, the bitterness. 
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ARLENE
And what do you feel now?
BEN
(the whispering stops)
I don’t want to talk anymore.
ARLENE
OK, we can stop.
BEN
Dr. Arlene. Does it get any better?
ARLENE
Eventually. But it’s hard work. And you’ll never totally 
forget the trauma because you’ll never forget the men. But it 
gets easier. It really does.
BEN
Wordsworth knew how to wander lonely as a cloud.
ARLENE
He did.
BEN
I want to know what that’s like. To float, free and lonely. 
What do you think he meant by that?
ARLENE
It’s a metaphor, it’s open to interpretation.
BEN
Is it? See, I think it’s a state of being, I think he knew a 
secret. I think he hid it at Dove Cottage. That’s why I went 
there. I had to ask him about it.
(to the sky)
What did you mean? How do you wander lonely as a cloud?
WILLIAM (O.S.)
Come forth into the light of things. Let nature be your 
teacher.
BEN
Dove Cottage. You’re talking about Dove Cottage.
WILLIAM (O.S.)
Where the dove and the olive branch once hung.
BEN
What’s there? Is the secret to wandering like a cloud there?
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WILLIAM (O.S.)
I have learned to look on nature, not as in the hour of 
thoughtless youth, but hearing oftentimes the still, sad 
music of humanity.
BEN
(to Arlene)
It was reading that, in Tintern Abbey, that drove me to Dove 
Cottage to confront him. 
ARLENE
Tell me about it. From the beginning.
Ben puts on his coat.
BEN
I left the house and went there. That was the place. His 
place. I went and wandered around, trying to see it, to see 
anything. In the back garden...it slopes up, quite quickly. 
And at the back is a bench. It’s quiet. Serene. I sat there.
He breaths in the place. He 
looks, desperately, for 
something. Anything.
He sees...nothing.
BEN
Fuck. 
WILLIAM (O.S.)
Listen, motionless and still.
He shuts his eyes, a bird tweets, 
wind blows through the trees.
But it has no meaning for Ben. He 
looks to the sky, helpless.
WILLIAM (O.S.)
How does the Meadow flower its bloom unfold? Because the 
lovely little flower is free down to its root, and in that 
freedom bold. 
BEN
I don’t understand. 
WILLIAM (O.S.)
Nature never did betray the heart that loved her.
BEN
I have to understand. I don’t know where to start.
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WILLIAM (O.S.)
To begin, begin. 
BEN
You must help me!
WILLIAM (O.S.)
Suffering is permanent, obscure and dark, And shares the 
nature of infinity.
BEN
I have to know! I have to know how to wander, lonely as a 
cloud!
ARLENE
Ben, it’s all right. Please, come, sit back down.
BEN
I’m sorry. I just really needed to know. Maybe George knows.
ARLENE
Is George your closest friend?
BEN
(ignoring her)
Sometimes I miss the really crazy days in Iraq, in Ramadi and 
Basra. It was so dangerous but - the bond we shared. That’s 
why I signed up again, for the men, to try and help them, 
protect them, teach them how to survive. My last tour, I had 
three sections under me, that’s 16 soldiers. 14 made it back.
(sadly, desperately)
That’s good. Right? 
(thinks)
Some are doing better than others. We all have our demons to 
live with.
ARLENE
Which demons do you live with?
BEN
The red turning blue. The pink mist. Burned corpses.
ARLENE
Tell me about those.
BEN
No. Nothing. It’s the Meds talking. The pills are working 
funny. The doctors lied about them. I always thought pills 
cured things.
DR. PHIZER
(entering)
I have a pill for that.
34.
BEN
What?
DR. PHIZER
You seem agitated. My nurse says you were yelling at someone.
BEN
What? No. Talking to myself, singing actually. 
DR. PHIZER
Like I said, I have a pill for that.
BEN
Will this pill cure me, make me better?
DR. PHIZER
It’s not an antibiotic. Even they can’t cure everything. Bugs 
are becoming more resistant to them every day.
BEN
And the bugs in my head, are they drug resistant?
DR. PHIZER
No. It’s just a matter of finding the right pill. Try these. 
Remember -
BEN
Contact my doctor if I have thoughts of trying to harm 
myself.
ARLENE
(as he exits)
Is that why you don’t like doctors?
BEN
It seemed like they didn’t really want to listen. Just wanted 
to give you a pill and send you on your way. It would be 
nice, you know, if that’s how it worked. If I could take two 
pills and call them in the morning, cured.
ARLENE
I told you, Ben: it’s not going to be like that. It’s going 
to be hard work.
BEN
As hard as painting Guernica.
ARLENE
Do you want to talk about Picasso?
BEN
Yes.
35.
ARLENE
Tell me about Guernica.
BEN
The Spanish Civil War started on 17 July 1936. On one side 
were Fascists led by General Franco, on the other a 
Republican government.
PICASSO
I don't believe in accidents. There are only encounters in 
history. There are no accidents.
BEN
The Fascists undertook bloody purges in territory conquered 
from the Republic. Tens of thousands of civilians on both 
sides would be killed for their views.
PICASSO
This idea of art for art's sake is a hoax.
BEN
The Fascists had allies in Hitler and Mussolini. Hitler had 
built up the German Luftwaffe, but they had never tested 
their equipment in real conditions.
PICASSO
Art is never chaste. It ought to be forbidden to the 
ignorant, never allowed into contact with those not 
sufficiently prepared. Yes, art is dangerous. If it is 
chaste, it is not art.
BEN
Franco knew war was coming, he invited Hitler to test the 
Luftwaffe on his enemies. There was a town called Guernica, 
in the Basque country.
PICASSO
Painting isn't a cultural creation; it's a form of magic 
designed as mediator between this strange, hostile world and 
us.
BEN
It was a farming town, agrarian. No tanks or air cover. Just 
people and animals - horses and bulls.
PICASSO
The artist is a receptacle for emotions that come from all 
over the place: from the sky, from the earth, from a scrap of 
paper, from a passing shape, from a spider's web.
36.
BEN
On the 26 April 1937, the German and Italian air forces swept 
in over the town. It was a market day, no one knows how many 
people were there.
PICASSO
People don't realize what they have when they own a picture 
by me. Each picture is a phial with my blood. That is what 
has gone into it.
BEN
They carpet bombed the town. There were refugees there, 
hiding from the fighting, no one knows how many of them were 
there.
PICASSO
To draw you must close your eyes and sing.
BEN
There were five waves. No one knows how many died. Some say 
eight hundred. Others two thousand.
PICASSO
Painting is a blind man's profession. 
BEN
But those numbers didn’t include those who died later or were 
buried in the rubble.
PICASSO
He paints not what he sees, but what he feels, what he tells 
himself about what he has seen.
BEN
A British journalist working for the New York Times was 
nearby, George Steer. He went there and took photos of the 
aftermath. He said as many as three thousand might have died. 
His photos went around the world. Causing outrage.
PICASSO
Painting is stronger than me, it makes me do its bidding.
BEN
Back in France, Picasso had been commissioned to do a 
painting for the 1937 World’s Fair in Paris.
PICASSO
I was to represent Spain to the world.
BEN
He saw the photos...and ran to his studios to start painting.
PICASSO
Every act of creation is first an act of destruction. 
37.
BEN
Eleven feet high, twenty five and a half feet wide. Showing 
the tragedies of war -
PICASSO
Every now and then one paints a picture that seems to have 
opened a door and serves as a stepping stone to other things.
BEN
- and the suffering it inflicts upon individuals. 
Particularly innocent civilians.
PICASSO
I do not seek, I find. This is what I found.
ARLENE
So what did you find in the painting?
BEN
What Picasso wanted me to find. What he left for all of us.
PICASSO
The Spanish struggle is the fight of reaction against the 
people, against freedom. My whole life as an artist has been 
nothing more than a continuous struggle against reaction and 
the death of art. How could anybody think for a moment that I 
could be in agreement with reaction and death? ... I shall 
call this Guernica, and as in all my recent works of art, I 
clearly express my abhorrence of the military which has sunk 
Spain in an ocean of pain and death.
BEN
An ocean of pain and death. Is that what I’m in?
ARLENE
Are you asking me that?
BEN
No. And yes.
ARLENE
I can’t answer that.
BEN
No one can, I’m afraid. I need a break. Can I come back 
tomorrow.
ARLENE
Of course you can. And, if it is all right with you, I was 
wondering if I could have someone come in tomorrow, to meet 
you.
BEN
What kind of someone?
38.
ARLENE
She works with soldiers who have come back from Iraq and 
Afghanistan. She has first hand knowledge of what it’s like 
there. I think it will help you to talk to her.
BEN
Will it help me forget?
ARLENE
No. But talking to her will give you a different perspective 
on what you did while you were over there.
BEN
OK, Dr. Arlene, if you think so.
Ben goes and sits on his bed. He 
squeezes his pillow. Hannah 
enters.
HANNAH
Ben? I didn’t know you were back. Was the session good?
BEN
Do you remember how cold Nan kept the house?
HANNAH
She didn’t like heating bills. Said it was cheaper to bundle 
up.
BEN
I used to lie in bed, in this room, and pretend I was in 
Antarctica and I was like Scott, or a scientist based there 
six months a year, alone with the cold. When the wind howled, 
I would imagine snow racing across the ice, blurring 
everything and I’d tuck the duvet up extra tight under my 
chin to keep it out.
HANNAH
I’d always nick the hot water bottle. I’d squeeze it between 
my knees. I still do that.
BEN
I used to love lying in bed, in the cold, in the dark, with 
just the wind. I don’t anymore.
HANNAH
Why not?
39.
BEN
Bed is where you dream. I don’t have good dreams anymore. I’m 
scared of sleeping. 
HANNAH
I had lots of nightmares when you were gone...about us 
fighting. In some of them you didn’t -
BEN
Say it.
HANNAH
Make it back. I’d wake up and think you were dead. I was so 
ashamed about the argument we’d had. I needed to take it 
back. I worried I’d never get the chance.
BEN
I got to put it in a letter.
HANNAH
What?
BEN
It’s not just the dreams, the night terrors. I’m scared of 
being strangled by the duvet, or squeezing the pillow so hard 
all life leaves it. The pillow tells me I’m paranoid. Am I?
HANNAH
You’re safe, Ben, here, with me.
BEN
There was this soldier, not in our section, I saw him at a 
ceremony. We were sending someone home who hadn’t made it. It 
was so dusty. With our camouflage on, the brown dust made it 
hard to see anyone, even if they were right in front of you. 
They were carrying a coffin to the plane, to take it back to 
England. The dust eased up and across the airfield was this 
soldier, he had this tatoo on his neck, right on his Adam’s 
Apple. Just words, three words: God Forgive Me. Right on his 
neck. I didn’t even watch the coffin go by, I just stared at 
those words. I started thinking. We all need forgiveness from 
God - soldiers, civilians, we all have sin. But to tatoo that 
there, where everyone could see it, to then go home, to stand 
in TESCO or Boots, to have people see it. It wouldn’t be like 
telling your friends: he wanted everyone to know - a scarlet 
letter, worn by choice, proclaiming what he needed more than 
anything, announcing his sin to all. God set a mark upon 
Cain. What does it mean to set that mark upon yourself?
HANNAH
I wish I knew.
BEN
And the worst part was: I knew how he felt. It didn’t look 
odd in the slightest. Not out of place at all.
40.
HANNAH
I’m so sorry, Ben. This war was poorly -
BEN
No. There’s no need. See, when you’re out there, it’s not 
about politics - which governments want what. You’re just - 
there. But the chaos, the chaos rising up all around you. 
Things happen. Some big, some small, some good, some bad. 
HANNAH
Are the bad ones feeding your nightmares?
BEN
Sometimes. But not always. Sometimes it’s that tatoo.
Hannah goes to leave. She stops.
HANNAH
I just wanted you to know that I’m sorry about the things I 
said. Before you left. It was selfish.
BEN
It was your way of letting me know you wanted me to stay.
HANNAH
Fighting before you went, that wasn’t the most supportive.
BEN
I understood. I mean, I didn’t at the time. I was so mad. But 
I understand now. It’s like the kids, throwing rocks. I hated 
them so much. I’d gone to help them. That’s why I was there. 
But they threw rocks. 
HANNAH
I’m sorry Ben.
BEN
Why? You didn’t throw them.
HANNAH
(laughing)
I suppose not. I’m going to go to bed. Are you going to be 
all right?
Ben nods. He sits on the bed as 
the world grows dark. He pulls 
the duvet over himself, becoming 
the rags again. Voices fill the 
shadows. 
BEN
A poet could not but be gay, / In such a jocund company. A 
poet could not but be gay, / In such a jocund company. / In 
such a jocund company.
41.
(rocking)
God forgive me. God forgive me. God forgive me.
The sun rises. Ben goes over to 
the couch. A woman with a head 
scarf enters, this is SAFIA.
SAFIA
Hi! You must be Ben, I’m Safia. Arlene will be here in a 
moment. She wanted us to have a moment alone first.
BEN
What are you doing here?
SAFIA
(laughing)
Arlene asked me to come and talk to you.
(holding out her hand)
It’s so nice to finally meet you.
Ben reaches out and pinches her 
hand.
SAFIA
Ouch!
BEN
You’re real.
SAFIA
Last time I checked. Yes.
BEN
Sorry, I just - I - I had to be sure. I was on these Meds. 
I’m on new ones now. But my bed - it talked to me. The doctor 
said it would, so I know I’m fine, normal even, ‘cause it’s a 
normal side effect. Not the whole bed - I mean, I’m not 
crazy. Just some pillows. But one of the pillows makes a lot 
of sense. So, I had to be sure you were here. Like actually 
here. Not conjured from my pharmaceuticals.
SAFIA
Your pillow?
BEN
It’s the Meds. I’m told.
SAFIA
Didn’t Arlene mention me?
42.
BEN
Sort of - yes. She might have left some parts out.
SAFIA
Like where I’m from? Originally?
BEN
She said you had first hand knowledge from there.
SAFIA
I’m from Afghanistan.
BEN
Of course. Why wouldn’t you be? A hundred and ninety two 
countries in the UN so a half a percent chance you would be 
from there.
SAFIA
I’m sorry. She has me come in and talk to soldiers with PTSD, 
to put a different face on their experiences there. I didn’t 
mean to surprise you.
BEN
You mean startle.
SAFIA
Sorry?
BEN
You didn’t surprise me, you startled me. There’s a 
difference. Surprise is a brief emotional state that is the 
result of experiencing an unexpected relevant event, like -
(acting out)
Oh my god! You got me a car!
(normal again)
Startle is the response of mind and body to a sudden 
unexpected stimulus, such as a flash of light, a loud noise, 
more like -
He screams and jumps back.
SAFIA
Arlene said you were very literal.
BEN
I’m told it keeps you sane. 
43.
SAFIA
Does it?
BEN
It’s better than the alternative.
SAFIA
What’s that?
BEN
Embracing the insanity.
Arlene enters.
ARLENE
Ben, I see you’ve met Safia.
BEN
So she is really here.
ARLENE
What?
BEN
Her. The pretty girl with the head scarf. I thought I might 
be imagining her.
ARLENE
You’re not, Ben, that’s Safia, the one I told you knew all 
about Afghanistan, the one I wanted you to meet.
BEN
A woman with a head scarf shot at me. That was in Helmand. 
No, in Basra. Maybe it was both? A lot of people shot at me. 
Kids threw stones. They didn’t train us for that, for the 
kids with the stones, and the hatred in their eyes.
SAFIA
I’m not going to shoot you, Ben.
BEN
Good. That’s good. I could do with not being shot at for a 
while. Or having stones chucked at me.
ARLENE
I thought it would be good for you to meet her, talk about 
your time in the country with someone from there.
BEN
What are we supposed to talk about?
ARLENE
Anything you want?
44.
BEN
OK.
They all sit awkwardly. Ben 
fidgets before finally speaking.
BEN
Do you know how I escaped? 
SAFIA
No. No one does.
BEN
They forgot to lock the door to my cell. 
SAFIA
That’s it?
ARLENE
Is there anything you want to ask Safia?
BEN
I guess I always wondered what was it like? Before the war. 
Afghanistan.
SAFIA
Before which war? The Soviets invaded before I was born. 
Before this war? Life was hard. There were lots of rules. We 
couldn’t be educated, because we were girls - this is my 
sister and I. My mother took great risks teaching us to read 
and write. But there were always ways around things.
BEN
What were some of the rules?
SAFIA
Well...they banned music.
BEN
Music?
SAFIA
Not all of it. The only musical activity permitted was the 
singing of certain types of religious song and Taliban 
“chants.” All other music was banned, you could be flogged 
for a cassette.
BEN
A land without music.
SAFIA
Not quite. In my country, the keeping of birds is very 
popular. And in one of the oldest quarters of Kabul, there is 
a market of bird keepers. Ka Farushi - the “Hay Market.”
45.
Birdsong fills the air.
SAFIA
The market is next to the Old City's Blue Mosque, which 
stands near the main bridge across the Kabul River. There are 
no cars here, it is a dusty warren of lanes too small for 
them. So the air is only filled with the sound of birdsong.
Ben listens intently.
SAFIA
Now there was a man here who loved classical music. Bach and 
Mozart most of all. As human-made instruments would be burned 
in public, he decided to teach his birds to sing.
The birdsong becomes Mozart.
SAFIA
People would come from all over to listen to his birds sing 
this music and the authorities had to let him be: birds 
singing is God’s will.
(the music rises to a 
crescendo)
My mother took me many times. 
(the music stops)
Then in 2000, my sister and my mother went to the border with 
Pakistan to visit our aunt. Instead of going to her house, we 
crossed the mountains into Pakistan and met up with a 
relative there who paid for our flights here. We landed as 
refugees. My father and brother stayed behind to mask our 
escape.
BEN
Are they here now?
SAFIA
No. They are dead. Killed in the war. It was an accident, but 
a coalition bomb fell on their house.
BEN
I’m sorry.
SAFIA
You did not do it: you do not need my forgiveness.
BEN
Do you believe in forgiveness? Or in sins? In Islam?
46.
SAFIA
Islam teaches that sin is an act rather than a state of 
being. The Qur'an says that “the soul is certainly prone to 
evil, unless the Lord does bestow His Mercy.” He is the Most 
Merciful and Oft-forgiving. 
BEN
Oft-forgiving. I like that.
SAFIA
But it is a forgiveness made on the basis of divine grace and 
repentance. 
BEN
So if I’m really sorry, I am oft-forgiven.
SAFIA
Something like that.
BEN
Are you repentant for anything?
SAFIA
Leaving my father and brother behind. It was the best way to 
get us out, they said. But it is hard not to think there was 
another way that we all could have gone. I was a girl, but 
still, I knew it was wrong. My father leaned over me and 
kissed my head and said: “we will join you later.” But I 
could tell that he was lying. It is never easy to know your 
parents are lying to you, even if it is for your best 
interest.
BEN
I remember every face we left behind. I can still hear their 
voices.
SAFIA
Darkness breeds nightmares.
BEN
No, even in the day light. I see their faces in the shops, on 
the high street. I remember the tone and timbre of their 
voices, the feel of their handshakes, the weight of their 
body bags. 
SAFIA
It sounds like you have not asked for repentance yet.
BEN
I haven’t.
SAFIA
It will not come from outside, only temptation does. 
Atonement comes through action.
47.
BEN
Do you think if I could wander lonely as a cloud, that would 
mean I had atoned?
ARLENE
Only you know that, Ben. 
BEN
Us being there...
SAFIA
I do not think there are easy answers about that. Right and 
wrong are for God. We can only try to make things better for 
each other. Small steps. That’s all.
Ben is lost deep in his thoughts.
ARLENE
I think that’s quite a lot for one day. Thank you for coming 
in Safia.
SAFIA
It was nice to meet you, Ben.
BEN
You too.
She leaves. He watches her go.
ARLENE
What is it, Ben?
BEN
When I see their faces, faces like hers, on the street, in a 
park, it comes back in a wave, like it’s happening again. Me 
shooting at them, them shooting at me. The things I did. Does 
that ever stop?
ARLENE
Well, you’ll start remembering events instead of re-
experiencing them. That’s the most important thing. That’s 
what we’re aiming for.
Ben goes over to the easel. 
Arlene exits. He picks up a 
brush. He just sits there. 
Picasso watches him.
PICASSO
Work is a necessity for man. Man invented the alarm clock.
(waits)
You have to have an idea of what you are going to do.
(thinks)
But it should be a vague idea.
48.
Ben tries and stops.
PICASSO
When you come right down to it all you have is yourself. And 
the sun, a thousand rays in your belly. All the rest is 
nothing. As an artist, all I need is my paints and brushes - 
and someone to drag me away when the canvas is done.
BEN
I want to paint the - dead baby. But - I can’t.
PICASSO
He can who thinks he can, and he can’t who thinks he can’t. 
This is an inexorable, indisputable law.
BEN
Why is it so hard?
PICASSO
Some painters transform the sun into a yellow spot; others 
transform a yellow spot into the sun. 
BEN
That doesn’t help. You’re not helping.
PICASSO
I don’t say everything, I paint everything.
BEN
I keep looking at it there, in her arms, and my mind fills 
with mist and tears.
PICASSO
If only we could pull out our brain and use only our eyes.
BEN
How did you paint this?
PICASSO
When I paint I feel that all the artists of the past are 
behind me. But - I am only a public entertainer who 
understands his time. If I spit, they will take my spit and 
frame it as great art. I am celebrated, I am rich. But when I 
am alone, I do not have the effrontery to consider myself an 
artist at all, not in the grand meaning of the word. I am 
only a public clown. I have understood my time and exploited 
the imbecility, the vanity, the greed of my contemporaries. 
It is a bitter confession, this confession of mine, more 
painful than it may seem. But, at least, and at last, it does 
have the merit of being honest.
49.
BEN
I don’t think that’s true. I think you found something in 
Guernica.
PICASSO
A Nazi general came to my studio in Paris during the war. He 
saw my sketches for Guernica and said “Did you do that?” I 
looked at him and said: “No, you did.”
BEN
Didn’t you worry they’d arrest you? Put you in a 
concentration camp?
PICASSO
We artists are indestructible; even in a prison, or in a 
concentration camp, I would be almighty in my own world of 
art, even if I had to paint my pictures with my wet tongue on 
the dusty floor of my cell.
BEN
(looking at Guernica)
Will you explain it? Fully? Completely?
PICASSO
No. I can explain the picture to you, and you will understand 
my explanation, but you will not understand the picture.
Picasso returns to his easel. Ben 
goes over to the couch. Arlene 
enters.
ARLENE
Good morning, Ben. How are you today?
BEN
I had another nightmare. About the Reaper. Other than that - 
I’m pretty good.
ARLENE
I was hoping we could talk about George some more.
BEN
Why?
ARLENE
Is there a reason we shouldn’t?
BEN
No, I suppose not.
50.
ARLENE
You have his letters. 
BEN
I do.
ARLENE
Do you have a favorite?
GEORGE
(entering)
Hello Mother. Yesterday was a massive day for morale. An 
American chopper came in yesterday. I got 5 blueys one from 
Zac, Jenny, and Dad. With some pictures that was great. I 
stared at them for about an hour. I cant explain how good it 
is to get pictures and stuff. You get grown men close to 
tears at the sight of their kid or a good night out. Its 
really strange how this place fucks with your head and 
emotions. A BIG ONE that I NEED you to try do is appeal to 
local charities, churches, major companies - Cadburys, Boots 
you name it. Write to them and explain my whereabouts 
and...send gifts, chocolate, sweets, magazines you name it 
trust me a lot of the lads parents did it and they've got 
clothes, the lot. I thought Jenny and Zac’s poses in the 
garden were quality. I can only prove how much a letter or 
small parcel means by finding time to right back - that's 
probley the most precious thing I have and I’d trade hours 
for a letter. On some much sadder news one of our rifleman 
died a few days back, we had a parade and a few minutes 
silence. Its so strange how many emotions you go through 
living in these conditions. Its like everything wants to beat 
you and ruin your day. Its about not letting it get to you 
and don't worry nothing fucking gets to me. Well I’m off I 
love you all loads thanks for my parcels and letters. Lots of 
love. Xxx
(holding his photos to Ben)
Check these out.
BEN
Who’s that?
GEORGE
Dad.
BEN
Whose the lad wearing the dress?
GEORGE
Zac. It’s his stag do. Can’t believe I missed it.
51.
BEN
He looks good in a dress. As good as Jenny.
GEORGE
Piss off. No one looks as good as Jenny in a dress. Besides, 
he does mixed martial arts - you should tell him that.
(thinks)
You never have any photos.
BEN
I don’t write to my sister much. We fought before I left.
GEORGE
What about?
BEN
Politics. She didn’t think we should be here. Things are 
clear to her.
GEORGE
Ten minutes here they wouldn’t be so clear!
BEN
They don’t really know what we do is all.
ARLENE
And what did you do? Tell me about a typical day.
BEN
(going over to her)
It changed over time. We mainly used to clear roads. Look for 
IEDs. Near the end, every day was a new mission. The routine 
was: up at about half five.
GEORGE
Half five! So early.
BEN
There’s a local dam we’ve been working on, we check on that.
GEORGE
I like it when we go to health clinics, or give out aid when 
it comes in.
BEN
Some sections teach the local army how to function on their 
own.
GEORGE
And I like digging wells for water, building dams for crops, 
even that time we helped on a pistachio farm. 
52.
BEN
Kids don’t throw rocks anymore. We talk to the elders. It 
used to be we didn’t meet many locals except in a bad way. 
Like a fire fight.
GEORGE
I like training them, to be their own army. Sure beats the 
hell out of being shot at or blown up. 
BEN
Someone will still try to hit you. You don’t ever forget 
that. We built a school from the ground up. The kids accept 
us. They don’t have hate in their hearts.
GEORGE
I like the ones who want to check out our kit, kick a 
football or just learn a word or two in English. 
BEN
The thing about kids is they’re in the moment, nothing else 
really matters. They are good...innocent. I know there is a 
lot of debate back home about our mission. 
GEORGE
What is our mission? 
BEN
I get confused with that question. I just know, in my heart, 
that we want to help the local people and get back. We all 
just want to come home. 
GEORGE
So many of these locals are good people, struggling to make 
it in life. 
BEN
When you lose so many friends to the enemy you tend to lump 
them together. Hate them all. I don't want to feel that 
anymore.
ARLENE
What do you think made you like that?
George exits.
BEN
All the shooting. Over time.
ARLENE
What’s the pink mist?
BEN
I -
53.
ARLENE
If you’re not going to tell me the truth, don’t make 
something up.
BEN
When you shoot someone through your gun scope, if you hit 
them just right, where their head was - this pink mist 
appears. There’s a moment when, it’s like it’s hanging there.
ARLENE
And red fading to blue? What’s that?
BEN
At night. If you shoot someone in the dark with a heat vision 
scope. You can keep watching them as the colour goes out of 
them, as they fade from red to blue, as their life leaks out 
of them.
ARLENE
Did you do that?
BEN
Yes. I - I want to talk about something else.
ARLENE
How did you cut your neck?
BEN
I don’t remember.
ARLENE
How did you get George’s letters?
BEN
I don’t know. I don’t want to talk about them.
ARLENE
What do you want to talk about?
BEN
Guernica. After the World’s Fair.
ARLENE
All right.
BEN
After the World’s Fair, it became an orphan of sorts, 
travelling the world without a home. From 1939 to 1952, it 
travelled America, then Brazil. It ended up in New York for 
Picasso’s seventy-fifth birthday.
54.
PICASSO
All children are artists. The problem is how to remain an 
artist once you grow up. It took me four years to paint like 
Raphael, but a lifetime to paint like a child.
BEN
It was decided to keep it at the Museum of Modern Art. As 
early as 1968, Franco wanted the painting returned to Spain. 
PICASSO
To make oneself hated is more difficult than to make oneself 
loved.
BEN
Picasso refused.
PICASSO
Not until Spain has another Republic. Not until public 
liberties and democratic institutions are restored.
BEN
In 1973, Picasso died. Franco in 1975. In 1981, the painting 
was finally returned to Spain. But there’s a copy of the 
painting. That’s the important one.
PICASSO
To me there is no past or future in my art. If a work of art 
cannot live always in the present it must not be considered 
at all. The art of the Greeks, of the Egyptians, of the great 
painters who lived in other times, is not an art of the past; 
perhaps it is more alive today than it ever was. 
BEN
Nelson Rockefeller came from an influential and powerful 
family. His grandfather owned an oil company. He was a great 
patron of the arts. In 1955, he commissioned a tapestry copy 
of Guernica, a full sized version when Picasso wouldn’t sell 
him the original.
PICASSO
Anything new, anything worth doing, can’t always be 
recognized. 
BEN
And on Rockefeller’s death, it was loaned to the United 
Nations, on the condition that it hang outside the Security 
Council. The idea was that any diplomat going inside to make 
a case for war, would have to do so after passing in front of 
it. They would have to pass by an angry bull -
PICASSO
If I paint a furious bull, you may not see the bull, you will 
see the fury.
55.
BEN
A mother holding a dead child -
PICASSO
Art is a lie that makes us realize the truth.
BEN
All the horrors of war inflicted on the innocent - Before you 
could make your case for war.
PICASSO
For those who know how to read, I have painted my 
autobiography.
ARLENE
You still haven’t told me what Guernica means to you.
BEN
They covered it.
ARLENE
What?
PICASSO
Bristling with razor blades.
BEN
On 5 February 2003, a large blue curtain was used to cover it 
at the United Nations.
PICASSO
Art for art’s sake is a hoax.
Ben
It was a camera crew that noticed. 
PICASSO
Art is dangerous.
BEN
When Colin Powell stood at the microphone after leaving the 
Security Council, just over his shoulder, would be the 
butchered horse. 
PICASSO
Every now and then one paints a picture that seems to have 
opened a door...
56.
BEN
Just over his shoulder as he made the case for war, would be 
visible to all, its horror. So they covered it.
PICASSO
Now, people who make art their business...have infected the 
pictures in museums with all our stupidities, all our 
mistakes, all our poverty of spirit. 
BEN
An official said: “We have a problem, you know, with the 
horse.”
(going to Picasso)
Why did they feel a need to do that? What did you paint? 
PICASSO
The purpose of art is washing the dust of daily life off our 
souls.
BEN
What’s the secret?
PICASSO
Painting is just another way of keeping a diary.
BEN
What is it about the bull? The horse? The dead baby? What did 
they fear?
ARLENE
Ben, you need to calm down.
BEN
Tell me the truth.
PICASSO
If there were only one truth, you couldn't paint a hundred 
canvases on the same theme.
ARLENE
Ben?
BEN
The chaos of the images, what were you telling us?
PICASSO
The world today doesn't make sense, so why should I paint 
pictures that do.
57.
ARLENE
Ben?
BEN
What did you see in those photos of Guernica, what led to 
this?
PICASSO
I paint objects as I think them, not as I see them. 
Everything you can imagine is real.
BEN
Why are people so scared of your painting, why did they hide 
it, what does it mean? 
PICASSO
Why do two colors, put one next to the other, sing? Can one 
really explain this? No. Just as one can never learn how to 
paint.
BEN
When I see it, I see God warning us against war. How did you 
do that?
ARLENE
Ben?
PICASSO
God is really only another artist. He invented the giraffe, 
the elephant and the cat. He has no real style, He just goes 
on trying other things.
BEN
God is an artist. Is that the secret?
PICASSO
You mustn't always believe what I say. Questions tempt you to 
tell lies, particularly when there is no answer.
BEN
Please help me.
PICASSO
If you take my sayings and explode them in the air, they 
remain only sayings. But if you fit them together in their 
correct places, you will have the whole story.
(he exits)
58.
BEN
The whole story...
ARLENE
Ben? Could you please calm down? Tell me about Guernica, 
what’s so important about it being covered? 
BEN
(calmly)
What if they hadn’t covered it? Would things have gone 
differently, with the war? If they hadn’t covered it would we 
have asked different questions? Would we have remembered the 
mother holding the dead baby? Would we have remembered what 
war meant for us, for them, for everyone? What would have 
happened if it had been allowed to speak when it was needed 
most?
ARLENE
There’s no answer to that, Ben.
BEN
Would the soldiers get a name and the front page, instead of 
a number, become part of a death count, told in the middle 
pages, near ads for tanning salons? Maybe, if it hadn’t been 
covered, we would have tried a little more, to do what was 
best. Safia said right and wrong are for God. But we can 
always try to do better. Flawed, human, but better.
ARLENE
We can.
BEN
But we let it be covered. We didn’t complain, stood ideally 
by. Maybe if it hadn’t been covered, maybe not much would 
have changed, but even the slightest change can change 
everything. If the war starts a day later even, everything’s 
different. Maybe George -
(he stops suddenly)
ARLENE
What, Ben? What about George?
George enters. He looks at Ben, 
sadly.
BEN
Maybe George would still be here.
59.
GEORGE
Hello, it’s me, this is gonna be hard for you to read but I 
write this knowing every time you thinks shits got to much 
for you to handle (so don't cry on it MUM!!) you can read 
this and hopefully it will help you all get through. For a 
start - SHIT I got hit!! Now I’ve got that out the way I can 
say the things I’ve hopefully made clear, or if I haven’t 
this should clear it all up for me. My whole life you've all 
been there for me through thick and thin bit like a wedding, 
through good and bad. Without you I believe I wouldn't have 
made it as far as I have. I died doing what I was born to do. 
I was happy and felt great about myself although the army was 
sadly the ending of me it was also the making of me so please 
don't feel any hate toward it. I want each and everyone of 
you to fulfill a dream and at the end of it look at what you 
have done and feel the accomplishment and achievement I did -  
only then will you understand how I felt when I passed away. 
Dad - my idol, my friend, my best friend, my teacher, my 
coach, everything I ever succeeded in my life I owe to you 
and maybe a little bit of me! You are a great man and the 
perfect role model and the past two years of being in the 
army I noticed that. I thank you for nothing because I know 
all you have given to me is not there to be thanked for, its 
there because you did it cause you love me and that is my 
most proudest thing I could ever say. Mum, where do I start 
with you!! For a start you’re perfect, your smell, your hugs, 
the way your life was dedicated to us boys and especially the 
way you cared each and every step us boys took. I love you, 
you were the reason I made it as far as I did you were the 
reason I was loved more than any child I know and that made 
me feel special. You’re all such great individuals and I hope 
somehow this letter will help you get through this shit 
time!! Just remember do NOT mourn my death as hard as this 
will seem, celebrate a great life that has had its ups and 
downs. I love you all more than you would ever know and in 
your own individual ways helped me get through it all. I wish 
you all the best with your dreams. Remember chin up, head 
down. With love.
George leaves. Ben watches him.
BEN
I can still feel the weight of the body bag. His body bag. I 
couldn’t save him.
ARLENE
It’s not your fault.
BEN
What about everything else? The pink mist. The red turning 
blue. “God forgive me” tattooed on his neck. Being shot at in 
the dark. Firing back blindly. Sometimes hitting the 
innocent. Turning Guernica into, into a real thing. I’ve seen 
that mother. And maybe it was me that killed her baby.
60.
ARLENE
Ben, how did you cut your neck?
BEN
There was this knife in the kitchen. I was cutting open a 
peach. I always liked peaches. The blade was so sharp. I 
thought of the tatoo. I wondered about the words on my neck. 
How they would look. I didn’t get very far. 
ARLENE
Thank you for telling me. Saying it out loud is important. I 
think maybe you should tell your family.
BEN
Hannah. My sister. I wrote my letter to her.
ARLENE
There’s one more question, Ben: Why do you have George’s 
letters?
BEN
I went to visit his Mom, after I got back, to talk about him. 
She saw something was wrong. She saw I needed them as much as 
she did. She gave copies of them to me, told me to take them, 
share them, so people would understand.
ARLENE
Thank you, Ben. For telling me. It’s a start, you know, to 
getting better.
BEN
Are you going to ask me about my dreams?
ARLENE
Maybe next time. For fun.
BEN
I’d like that.
Ben goes to the front of the 
stage as a wind blows. He looks 
down as though from a great 
height. He shuts his eyes as 
Hannah arrive.
HANNAH
Ben? What are you doing? Come away from the cliff.
Ben turns and smiles.
BEN
I’m not going to jump! That’s not why I called you here.
He gestures for her to come over.
61.
HANNAH
What is it, Ben?
BEN
I’ve not been able to say this before...It was near the end 
of my tour. A month to go. We were just out of the base when 
we got hit. An IED. There was this soldier - George Cyrus. 
Always cracking jokes, writing home. He loved being in the 
army. He didn’t make it. Everything around us was madness, 
trying to secure the area, make sure we were safe. But it was 
calm there beside him, as he died. We’d just been joking 
about home. And then he was gone. I broke down right there. 
I’d never broken down in front of anyone. But it all came out 
and I - I guess I’m just learning how to put myself back 
together.
HANNAH
I’ll always be here for you Ben.
BEN
When I’m better, I’ve decided I’m going to become a teacher, 
help the children know they’re marvels, that they have the 
capacity for anything. I’d like to be whatever role model I 
can be. Help kids work as a team. Be firm but fair. I’d like 
to teach them about Picasso. And Wordsworth.
HANNAH
That sounds great, Ben.
BEN
Maybe that can be my atonement?
HANNAH
I think so.
Ben takes out the letters.
BEN
These are George’s blueys home. I’ve kept them to remember 
him. But - I think I need to let them go. Let him go.
HANNAH
What are you going to do?
BEN
Give them to the lakes.
(George enters as Ben reads)
GEORGE
Hey beautiful, I'm sorry I had to put you through all this 
darling. I'm truly sorry. Just thought I'll leave you with a 
last few words. All I wanna say is how much I loved you, and 
cared for you. You are the apple of my eye, and I will be 
watching over you always. To your family, thank you all for 
accepting me in, to be able to care for your daughter/sister. 
62.
I will not forget how nice you have been to me! Bet now my 
bloody lottery numbers will come up! Ha ha. Jenny, I hope you 
have a wonderful and fulfilling life! Get married, have 
children, etc! I will love you forever and will see you again 
when you're old and wrinkly! I have told my parents to leave 
you some money out of my insurance so have fun babz! 
Ok...gonna go now beautiful. Love you forever. 
BEN
Goodbye, George.
GEORGE
Goodbye, Ben.
Ben throws them into the air. He 
reaches for Hannah.
BEN
Here.
She takes his hand. They step 
forward, teetering on the edge of 
the stage.
BEN
Close your eyes.
They do. Wind blows.
BEN
Feel the wind on your face.
HANNAH
The freedom of it. Like wandering -
BEN
Lonely as a cloud. 
FADE TO BLACK.
THE END
63.
The Trilogy Book
Fact and Fiction
Photographs from the real incidents, 
events and people, as well as from the 
productions of, The Play That Killed Me, 
God Wept and the Devil Laughed, and 
The Lonely Clouds of Guernica.
A mixture of photographs from the NeverBeenSeen Anti-War Trilogy. The historical 
photographs include photographs of the real people whose stories inspired, influenced and 
were included, sometimes verbatim, in the plays. Other photographs are from the rehearsals 
and shows themselves. Most photographs are courtesy of Justin MacGregor while the 
photographs from the Afghan War are courtesy of Ethan Baron.
The Trilogy Book
(Above) God Wept and the Devil Laughed rehearsals, (Left) Hector in Alfred Hitchcock’s Stagefright
Photos of Hector and Peggy, many from Africa during the war.

Hector, Peggy and my father Barry as well as Great-grandparents and grandparents

Hector - at 18, in the army, after the war with additional photos of Barry, Peg and Egypt during the war.
All African photos taken by Hector MacGregor.
Photographs from The Play That Killed Me. 





The next play, God Wept and the Devil Laughed, picked up on the war stories of two minor characters from The 
Play That Killed Me - my great Uncles Ken and Lewis.

These photos cover the set design, rehearsals and 
production of the modern day play.
The Lonely Clouds of Guernica
Our reproduction of Guernica was 80% to scale.
Ethan Baron’s photographs from Afghanistan framed the narrative. (Lower Right) The author with Ethan the day 
before Ethan’s last tour as a war correspondent in Afghanistan.
The real tattoo that shaped Ben’s story. It was taken at a funeral for a soldier in Kabul. Ethan never found out 
why the soldier got it. He disappeared into the sand storm that returned after the funeral.

Harvest Hungry in Wales 
By Iris MacGregor-Bannerman 
 
This is a true story that happened over 60 years ago when I 
was a child living in Wales.  
 
World War II had ended August 19th 1945, and I was just 
five years old when my two uncles returned to Wales after 
fighting in the war. 
 
Uncle number one, whose name was Lewis, was just 18 when he 
fought the 3rd battle of Monte Cassino from the 11th to the 
20th of May 1944. He has never spoken to this day about 
that terrible battle, and it was only recently I made 
myself look at old Pathe News clips recording that battle, 
and there unbelievably was my very young uncle lying in a 
ditch looking for all the world “dead.” He had fought in 
that battle for nine days and nine nights, never sleeping 
nor taking off his boots. Later I learned that he had 
suffered all his life from “trench feet” caused by the 
standing and fighting in water filled trenches. 
 
Uncle number two, whose name was Ken, was the younger 
brother of my two uncles. He was only 17 when he found 
himself riding on the lead British Tank that liberated 
Bergen-Belsen, the Jewish concentration camp. What he 
thought was going to be joy ride in the front of a British 
tank ended with him being traumatized for life, about the 
skeletons and horrors he saw. Later he would wake up 
screaming in the middle of the night as those nightmare 
images returned to him over and over again. 
 
Both these young uncles lived with their two sisters, my 
mother and my auntie Gin (so nick-named for her flaming red 
or “ginger” hair). Both sisters were living together for 
company and moral support while the war was on. My father, 
a RAF pilot, had been shot down in a 1944 air raid over 
Dresden. He and his fellow crewmembers had been seen 
parachuting out of their burning plane. So at this time my 
mother only knew he was “missing in action”. My Auntie 
Gin’s husband was also way fighting somewhere in Europe. 
  
So in the October of 1945, my young war veteran uncles were 
amongst the first soldiers to be “de-mobbed,” or de-
mobilized from active duty and returned home to their 
sisters in Wales. They were amongst the first soldiers to 
return home early. The reason, the family thought, was 
because they had been under-aged when they had “signed up“. 
They apparently had “on a lark” (my uncles later told us), 
gone into the recruitment office in Cardiff and signed up 
together to serve in the war. They had lied about their 
ages and no one checked any of the information they gave to 
the enlisting officer. When they returned home, much to 
their older sisters’ horror and protests, they were 
suddenly gone off to war. Ken was just 16 when he was 
shipped off to Germany and Lewis was 17 when was shipped to 
Africa. 
 
The family lived in a small village in Wales called “Fleur-
de-Lys,” close to ancient Celtic and Roman settlements and 
for over two thousand years there was an area close by 
known as “Geligar Commons.” As the name suggests, this was 
ancient “common land” where local people could graze their 
sheep, cattle and horses. Each owner, branding their 
livestock for easy visual identification. 
 
On returning to the village after the war, both uncles 
still growing into man-hood, were shocked at the food 
shortage in Wales: 1 egg, 2 ounces butter, dried milk, 
powdered eggs, and if available, 4 ounces of meat per 
family of 4, per week.  All rationed out through coupon 
books. This was just not enough food for these two young 
war vets. Despite the vegetables growing in the garden and 
the odd chicken raised and killed by my auntie Gin, coupled 
with her amazing skills of making meals out of seemingly 
nothing, they were hungry all the time. After much 
discussion (and looking back I suppose out of boredom), 
they decided to do something about it. 
 
Unbeknown to their sisters, they walked up to the Geliger 
Commons and decided to catch one of the sheep roaming and 
grazing on the coarse grasses, and bring one home so there 
could be some real meat on the table. The word “steal” 
never occurred to them. It turned out to be a much bigger 
task than they had ever imagined. Sheep run very fast and 
make a lot of noise when being pursued. They quickly 
decided they were not about to be out-done by a mere sheep, 
especially after what they had been through in the war, and 
so it was they continued the pursuit. 
  
Apparently when they returned home many hours later and in 
the dark, indeed they had caught a sheep. A very small one, 
small enough for it to be smuggled off “the Commons” 
undetected and back to home under one of their raincoats. 
The thing had wriggled and “baa-ed” all the way home, and 
the uncles said it was worse than hiding from the Germans. 
 
Both uncles were covered in sheep “poo-poo.” It was in 
their hair, their clothing, and covered every square inch 
of their exposed skin. It even covered their faces. What a 
sight they were. In fact they stunk to high heaven. I can 
still remember the smell and the uproar that night in the 
small cottage we all shared! The recriminations began. The 
sheep had to be returned … they could be charged for theft 
… they could go to jail … etc …  but no way could these 
young war vets, my uncles, be persuaded to return the 
sheep, it was for them a victory of unparalleled 
dimensions. 
 
So here we were with a live sheep in the cottage doing its 
sheep’s “poo-poo“ everywhere, and both my mother and her 
sister begging the “boys” to return the stolen sheep.  
 
Meanwhile my cousin John and myself were as happy as 
anything playing with the best “toy” we had ever seen in 
our lives. There were no toys to be bought in the war and 
we had always played with “second hand” ones. A live sheep 
was the best thing ever! So, of course we sided with our 
hero uncles. 
 
The lane we lived in had six cottages, and four of these 
cottages were owned by our immediate family, but the other 
two were not! All my uncles had the surname Davies. Uncle 
Ray and Auntie Margaret lived next door, and on the other 
side of the lane lived Auntie Anne and Uncle Cliff. Both of 
those uncles were still not yet “de-mobbed.” Only the women 
remained at home. Secretly, the aunties were invited over 
to our cottage and were consulted. What to do now? Could 
they sneak the sheep back to the Commons? What if they kept 
the sheep? Would the police be around? Stealing a branded 
sheep was a severe offense. Had anyone seen the boys 
stealing? Who did they know they could even kill a sheep? 
It took a real skill to shear a sheep. And who, heaven 
forbid, did they know who could butcher an animal? I 
remember the aunties looking at auntie Gin, since she was 
the only one of the women who could take an ax and kill a 
chicken! Poor auntie Gin, she was crying so hard at the 
thought of even being considered. 
  
Meanwhile my two uncles were happily scrubbing themselves 
clean in the old zinc bathtub in front of the Aga range. We 
two children helped scrub them with carbolic soap, and even 
helped to haul the warm water from off the range to refill 
the tub. The four of us were loving the drama. Not so the 
aunties! Eventually, after a lot of crying and lots of very 
bad words, directed at the uncles, the women agreed that 
the other two families in the lane should be consulted. The 
Williams! 
 
And so it was that because young Alan Williams was away at 
war that Alan Williams, Senior, too old for war service 
found himself in the role of “butcher”. Apparently he had 
as a lad served behind the counter in the local butcher’s 
shop. Once he was in the company of the weeping and wailing 
Davies women, it was very hard for him to turn them down. 
They were all very good looking and knew a thing or two 
about the making of dandelion wine, which they shamelessly 
plied him with as they told him of the uncles’ exploits and 
the sheep. Although very reluctant at first, he soon felt 
the softening effect of the dandelion wine, and it was not 
too long before he found himself bragging that indeed he 
thought he knew a thing or two about how to go about 
disposing of a sheep. He also had a huge garage cum barn on 
his land to carry out “the mission.” There was a great deal 
more discussion about “legs” and “loin” and other “body 
parts,” and who would get what and how much.  
 
And so it was in the middle of the night after many more 
bottles of dandelion wine, that it was decided that the 
sheep had to be smuggled over to his cottage that very 
night. An old sheet was found in the airing cupboard, and 
the poor animal was bundled across the lane by old Alan 
Williams singing “Land of my Fathers” in the very best of a 
Welsh tenor voice. We children had never had so much fun! 
We were even allowed to “stay up” and follow the events. We 
helped wrap our new toy in the lovely white sheet. So 
thrilled were we with the all the excitement and goings on, 
especially with the unexpected addition of several new “bad 
words” to our vocabulary, that the exit of our toy sheep 
from our lives did not seem such a sad event. Our two 
uncles even joined in the singing as Mr. Williams swayed 
across the lane. The aunties were not amused. 
 
Somehow the deed was done and we children never did know 
how. We did ask what old Mr. Williams had done with our 
nicely wrapped new toy, and I do not remember what the 
answer was, but it must have satisfied us, any rate we 
still had our exciting uncles to talk to. 
 
Sometime later I do remember sitting down to the best 
tasting Harvest Meal I can recall! I never was told it was 
our “toy,” thank Heavens! I suppose we were all used to 
being hungry and whatever it was we were eating, it was 
really good tasting. However my mother and my auntie Gin 
cried a lot during the meal, while our uncles winked at us 
all the time. We really liked that. Something we thought to 
do with perhaps helping to scrub them clean and getting to 
see their “private parts”. 
 
I do not remember much else about that time in 1945, except 
we were forbidden to speak Welsh in school. The  “official” 
language of Wales was to be English from now on. It was 
called “Welsh-Not.” Years later my old teacher from my 
Primary school days, grilled me on my Welsh, and I am so 
sad to say I had forgotten it all. But saddest of all for 
me and my mother, was that a short time later after that 
“Harvest Meal,” we learned that my father had not survived 
his “bail out” over Germany, and that he and all his crew 
had been shot down as they floated to the ground. 
 
The story is not quite over. Fifty years later in 1994, 
when my Canadian husband and I were living in one of the 
cottages we now owned in the “Davies family lane,” our 
next-door neighbor, one of the Williams’ descendants, was 
in the process of renovating her hallway. The builder had 
just excavated under her front door step, when suddenly all 
work stopped and a great commotion went up. Bones had been 
found in the dirt! The Police were called and the bones 
were taken away for forensic examination. Was it a murder 
most foul? My auntie was still alive, and all she could say 
was, “It must be that bloody sheep!” 
 
Indeed it was. It did turn out to be the bones of that 
“bloody sheep.” Suddenly I had memories of a long forgotten 
Harvest Festival Meal with my two young winking uncles. 
 
Apparently, the sheep bones had been disposed of by old Mr. 
Williams, in the manner of his ancestors, the Celts. He had 
laid out the bones very carefully in the ancient tradition 
of a sacrifice, and a way of appeasement to those Ancient 
Celtic Gods!  
 
It must have worked because his “deed” was never discovered 
and my uncles were never arrested. The skull belonging to 
that famous sheep was never found. Perhaps it is under our 
doorstep? 
